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This thesis is dedicated to all the believers who stood by their convictions like the ancient 
philosopher Socrates, Jesus, Muslim Sufi religious scholar Hallaaj-e Mansoor and believers 
of minority movement such as the Sabbateans in Judaism and the Ahmadi Muslims, who 
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“If someone slaps you on one cheek, turn to them the other also”. 
 
Bible, Luke 6:29  
Prophet Muhammed (Pbuh) 
“Teach others and make things easy, behave with tolerance and patience”. 
 
Sunan at Tirmidhi, 1924 
Mahatma Gandhi 
“An eye for an eye only ends up making the whole world blind”. 
 




Mustafa Kemal Ataturk 
“Peace at Home, Peace in the World!” 
 
Atürk’ün Tamim, Telgraf ve Beyannameleri, Vol, IV. (1917-1938) p, 551, Ankara  
 
Desmond Tutu 
“God is Not a Christian. Nor a Jew, Muslim, Hindu…” 
 
Carlton Pearson, 2011, God Is Not a Christian, Nor a Jew, Muslim, Hindu...: God Dwells with Us, in Us, 
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Minority religious communities, like the Sabbateans, have often been labelled and 
marginalised by mainstream religions. At times, their leaders have been labelled as ‘false 
messiahs’ by society or the state. To what extent do states play a role in facilitating the 
integration of diverse groupings? This question is particularly topical in the 21st century 
context of cross-border migrations, but also a perennial question facing society, as minority 
religious movements developed throughout history.  
The study focuses on one of the minority movements in Abrahamic religions, Sabbateanism. 
It analyses the development of the Sabbateanism by controversial Jewish Rabbi, Shabbetai 
Tzvi in the Ottoman Empire. Tvzi attracted many followers, but also received criticism from 
orthodox Jews and others, especially when he converted to Islam. The thesis analyses how 
the movement evolved during Tzvi’s life, and after his death, and what may have urged his 
followers to hide their religious identities. It then compares this movement with other 
controversial minority movements, such as Crypto-Christianity and the Ahmadiyya 
movement in Islam. This comparison offers insight into the minority groups’ challenges, and 
into the reasons that they have been labelled as ‘heretical’ in Islamic, Christian and Jewish 
societies.   
In terms of methodology, the study draws on unique archival materials from Turkey and 
Israel, dating back to the 17th century. The thesis traces Turkish-Jewish relations prevailing in 
Asia from the 7th century onwards, to contextualise the Ottoman state’s approach towards 
Tzvi and his religious movement. It then analyses the State policies towards Sabbateanism 
and other minority groups.  
The study critically examines these instances in world history when minorities have been 
labelled as heratical and some are still labeled as such, even though “tolerance” and “respect” 
are considered the hallmark of modernization.   
The study shows that Ottoman rulers developed an elaborate system to accommodate non-
Muslim (Dhimmi) societies within the Islamic state. This is perhaps what inspired Toynbee, 
who was otherwise critical of the Ottoman Empire, to describe it as close to ‘Plato’s ideal 
state’.  This said, the research findings prompt critical reflections on the role of state policies 
in Ottoman times and beyond, and the effects of religious and national identities on the 
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION TO SABBATEANISM,  
AS A MARGINAL RELIGIOUS MOVEMENT 
1.1 Introduction  
  Analysing marginal and controversial religious groups like Sabbateanism in Judaism 
or Ahmadiyya in Islam requires an inter-religious understanding of different faiths, so as not 
to prejudice the believers of marginal movement in any way. In some cases, scholars 
analysing religious beliefs have been influenced by their own religious thoughts and norms, 
bringing these biases into their research knowingly or unknowingly. As a result, some 
minority religious groups (movement) in Abrahamic religions like Islam, Christianity and 
Judaism have often been regarded as “heresy”, or “zendeqa” in Islam. This view also 
generally applies to the messianic movement of Shabbetai Tzvi in Jewish history as well as in 
Ottoman Islamic history. This chapter presents the problem statement in relation to the social 
representation of minor religious groups like Sabbateanism and the Ahmadiyya Movement of 
Islam and interrogates some myths that further undermine minority faiths through history. 
1.1.1 Background 
            What is the story behind the hidden or ‘Crypto’ religious movement of Sabbateanism? 
It began when an Ottoman Jewish citizen, Shabbetai Tzvi, proclaimed his messiahship in 
Izmir, one of the largest cities in Asia Minor in 1666. The year 1666 was actually designated 
by the Judaic scriptures such as the mystical Judaic text Kabbalah, as the messianic year, 
when a Messiah would bring light to the world.1 Some Jewish followers were awaiting their 
redeemer’s arrival in line with the Kabalistic thought.  
According to Scholem, Shabbetai Tzvi was born in the culturally diverse city of Izmir 
on the ninth of Av 5386 in the Jewish calendar (August 1626).2 His birth coincided with the 
day commemorating the demolition of the first and second temples. Although Shabbetai 
Tzvi’s family came from the Morean Peninsula, they had Spanish ancestry and had probably 
lost their wealth as a result of banishment or forced migration from Spain.3 Shabbetai was the 
second of Mordecai Tzvi’s three sons. Both his elder brother Elijah and the younger brother 
                                                          
1 Avram Galanti, Sabetay Sevi ve Sabetaycıların Gelenekleri (Istanbul: Zvi Geyik Yayınları, 2000) 33. 
2 Gershom Scholem, Sabbatai Sevi, The Mystical Messaih 1626-1676 (USA: Princeton University Press, 1973), 
104. 
3 Sidney Mendelssohn, The Jews of Asia, Especially in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries (London:  




Joseph followed their father's profession and became commercial agents.4 Shabbetai was 
different from his siblings since he was only interested in religious texts and became a young 
Rabbi in his twenties.5 
His religious movement began when Tzvi proclaimed his messiahship for the first 
time in Izmir in 1648.6 From this date to his second declaration in 1666, Tzvi remarkably 
established his reputation in his surroundings in Ottoman society. The ambassador of the 
British Empire in the Ottoman State residing in Constantinople writes from there that a new 
Messiah was born to a Turkish Jewish family.7 Tzvi arrived in Constantinople in 1666 and 
informed the Sultan through the Grand Vizier that he desired an audience with him.8 Tzvi 
was of the belief that the messianic expectation across the Abrahamic religions, known as 
Nehemiah in Jewish tradition, might also appeal to the Turkish authorities, and that he could 
inform them about his Messianic activities.9 After proclaiming his messiahship in 1666, 
Shabbetai Tzvi divided the world into thirty eight parts, selecting faithful adherents, who 
were assigned larger portions of territory in which they would operate.   
Once these important details were ironed out, he left for Istanbul, accompanied by 
some of his followers.10 Thereupon, in February 1666, for reasons that will be discussed later, 
he was arrested and imprisoned after his boat was intercepted by authorities en route to 
Istanbul.11 Circumstances were such that Shabbetai Tzvi converted to Islam.12 Shabbetai Tzvi 
was hence called Aziz Mehmet Effendi.  His conversion to Islam has been mostly 
misinterpreted by scholars. Without any objective analyses, Tzvi was immediately labeled as 
a heretical figure from a religious point of view and a manic depressive from a psychological 
point of view. This automatically made him a controversial and suspicious character in 
Ottoman society.  More importantly, some historians were influenced by the society of the 
time, which negatively affected their studies on the Sabbatean Movement. For instance, the 
term “Dönme”, which is a derogatory word in Turkish literature has been used to label this 
religious group. However, it possibly mis-represents the Movement from a religious 
                                                          
4 Scholem, Sabbatai Sevi, The Mystical Messaih 1626-1676, 108. 
5 Joseph Kastein, The Messiah of Izmir Sabbatai Zevi, (Newyork: Viking Press, 1931), 142. 
6 Orhan Koloğlu, Đttihatçılar ve Masonlar, (Đstanbul: Eylül Yayınları, 1991), 21. 
7 Scholem, Sabbatai Sevi, The Mystical Messaih 1626-1676, 155 
8 Kastein, The Messiah of Izmir Sabbatai Zevi, 228. 
9 Ibid, 275. 
10 Mendelssohn, The Jews of Asia, Especially in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. 18. 
11 Scholem, Sabbatai Sevi, The Mystical Messaih 1626-1676, 126. 




perspective.13 The circumstances of Tzvi’s conversion will be further elaborated on in 
Chapter four.  
Since that time, Shabbetai Tzvi’s movement has been viewed as a marginal sect by the 
followers of majority religions. Elkan Adler remarks that,  
When Shabbetai Tzvi returned to the city in 1666, heads of oriental Jews and others lived in 
Salonica. I saw Donmes smoking outside their open shops on Saturday but was assured that 
they were Crypto-Jews and practised all they could of Judaism at home. I spoke to one of 
them in Hebrew and he evidently understood though he protested he was a Turk [Muslim].14  
Certainly, Adler was not the only eye witness of these members of the Sabbatean movement 
at that time.  
There are still numerous misconceptions about the life of Shabbetai Tzvi. For instance, 
according to Turkish writer, Fırat, “There are Kurdish Dönmes, Laz Dönmes, Albanian, 
Arab, Greek, Armenian, and Jewish Dönmes” which shows how some writers mis-
appropriated the term Donme, to apply to converts of any faith, rather than Sabbateanism. 15  
Other authors sought to provide reasons for the emergence and flourishing of the Sabbatean 
Movement. According to renowned Jewish Ottomanist Lewis, the appeal of Shabbetai Tzvi’s 
movement was linked to the Jewish massacre in Russia.    
The Jews of the Ottoman Empire never had to face anything like the Khmelnitsky massacres. 
They were, however, profoundly affected by one of its indirect consequences. In 1648, the 
year when the Khmelnitsky massacres began, a young Jew in Izmir, a student of the cabbala 
called Shaptay Sevi, proclaimed himself to be the awaited Messiah. There had been many 
false messiahs during the centuries of Jewish exile.  None was so well heralded, nor so widely 
accepted as Shaptay Sevi. The Shabtay Sevi affairs had a tremendous impact. It left a double 
legacy on the one hand, discouragement verging on despair among the Jews, on the other, 
reinforcement, of rabbinical authority among the Jews in the Ottoman Empire.16 
On the other hand, Scholem noted that Tzvi’s messianic declaration was based on the 
popularity of Lurianic Kabbalah in the seventeenth century. From this perspective, Scholem 
rejected hypotheses about the Jewish massacre as the reason for the messianic expectation of 
                                                          
13 llgaz Zorlu, Evet, Ben bir Selanikliyim, (Istanbul: Zvi Geyik Yayınları, 1999), 48. 
14 In the middle of sixteenth century, the Jewish suburb of Salonica was destroyed by a great fire. There were 
eight thousand houses and eighteen synagogues that were decimated in the process.  Mendelssohn, The Jews of 
Asia, Especially in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. 29. 
15 Melik Fırat. 'Pis Yahudi' Özgür Ülke, 30 July 1994. 
16 Bernard Lewis, Semites and Anti -Semites, an inquiry into Conflict and Prejudice, (London: W.W. Norton& 




Shabbetai Tzvi.17 Another reason for the survival of the Sabbatean movement could be the 
Ottoman tolerance towards minority groups in society. The 17th century historian of 
Shabbetai Tzvi, the British Consul of the Ottoman Empire, Paul Ricaut noted that 
‘Mohametanism’: 
Judges it best policy to make profers [sic] of truce and peace between Christian and its own 
profession: and therefore in all places where its arms were prevalent and prosperous, 
proclaimed a free toleration to all religions but especially. In outward appearance courted and 
favoured the Christian drawing its tenants and doctrines in some conformity to that rule.18 
As seen above, religious tolerance towards minority groups was mentioned even by European 
travelers at the time.  
After Tzvi’s conversion to Islam, the Ottoman State bestowed him with gifts usually 
offered to other converts.  This gesture was also misunderstood by some scholars.  In one of 
the most popular books on the Sabbatean Movement, Kastein who notes,  
What really happened thereafter? Their Messiah had been crowned. And that was why the 
Sultan had straightaway placed him at the head of a great army, which he would lead into 
Poland to avenge the martyrdom of hundreds of thousands of their co- religionists.19 At the 
time, the Sultan also wished to honor and reward him, as such, he solemnly appointed him a 
door keeper for the palace (Kapıcı Otağı). The official who filled it was paid a large salary 
and wore a special white silk uniform which the Sultan ordered to be given to “Aziz Mehmet 
Effendi”.20  
However, this information seems to be unfounded according to Ottoman archival sources. 
Firstly, Tzvi was not appointed as a door keeper for the palace but only received the pension 
of a door keeper. Secondly, Tzvi received a special white silk uniform and salary like all 
other converts because he embraced Islam. Namely, these were normal gifts for all who 
converted to Islam; they were said to be “honored by the glory of Islam.”21 As such, unlike 
what Kastein stated in his book, there was no special treatment for Tzvi from the Ottoman 
Sultan.22    
                                                          
17 Karen Armstrong, The Battle for God: A History of Fundamentalism, (London: Random House, 2001), 28: 
Scholem, Sabbatai Sevi, The Mystical Messaih 1626-1676, 1. 
18 Paul Ricaut, The History of present State of the Ottoman Empire, containing the maxims of the Turkish polity. 
(London: Pauls Church, 1686), 187. 
19 Kastein, The Messiah of Izmir Sabbatai Zevi, 283, 296.   
20 Ibid., 293. 
21 Marc David Baer, Honored by the glory of Islam: conversion and conquest in Ottoman Europe. (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2011), 11. 





Such misunderstandings were compounded by the fact that scholars had limited 
access to Ottoman archival documents due to the language barrier.  According the Scholem, 
official Turkish documents about Shabbetai Tzvi had disappeared from the Turkish 
archives.23 This created an aura of mystery regarding Shabbetai Tzvi and his movement.  
Briefly, due to incomplete information about the movement, on the one hand some scholars 
exaggerated his religious leadership, on the other; orthodox Jews attacked Tzvi and labeled 
him as a “False Messiah”.24 Furthermore, they fabricated some stories about him to damage 
his image in public. For instance, there were tales by Western writers about Shabbetai Tzvi’s 
erotic mysticism though this may have been made up.25 Shabbetai Tzvi’s sex life has been 
also negatively critized by some scholars.26  
As explained in chapter five, these allegations and the labelling of Sabbateanism as 
heresy, threatened to damage his image and destroy his messianic proclamation.27 In terms of 
his marital life, Shabbetai Tzvi had never expected to have a wife. Women played no part in 
his emotional and spiritual life. His spiritual and other needs were adequately satisfied within 
the sphere of mysticism.28 Furthermore, it was said for instance, that “the Turks tried to kill 
him and fell upon him with drawn swords, and that he put them all to flight with a small 
stick, a flimsy tale to be told of a man whom at one time many hundreds of thousands had 
acclaimed with joy as the fulfiller of their destiny”.29 In 1666, many news articles were 
published in Europe regarding the judgment of Shabbetai Tzvi and his brutal death in the 
Ottoman palace.30  In actual fact, Tzvi died from sickness in his fifties, in Ulcinj, Albania.   
In light of the above misgivings, in order to understand Shabbetai Tzvi’s religious 
messages for the Jewish people, religious scriptures in all Abrahamic religions must be well 
examined in the religious context. For instance, in the New Testament, Jesus says, “I am 
Jesus and my brothers are the apostles, I am the light of the World”.31 Shabbetai Tzvi made 
similar statements about his followers.  This kind of identification with Jesus and his apostles 
                                                          
23 Scholem, 1973, p 843, 876. 
24 Ibid, p 843. 
25 Ibid, p 880. 
26 Kastein, 1931, p. 132. 
27 Ibid, p. 143. 
28 Ibid, p.119. 
29 Ibid, p.323. 
30Afyoncu Erhan 2013, Sahte Mesih, Osmanlı belgeleri ışığında dönmeliğin kurucusu sabetay sevi ve Yahudiler 
p.145, Yeditepe Yayınları, Istanbul  




is unprecedented in the history of Sabbateanism, yet his statements were criticized.32 Writers 
analyzing his messianic thoughts unfortunately did so from the perspective of the majority 
group, rather than from that of his followers.  
At present, Tzvi’s conversion to Islam and his religious movement must be re-
understood in terms of their contemporary aspect in Tzvi’s time, with a view not to defend 
his messiahship, nor to disregard his religious movement.33 Due to the various 
misinterpretations of Tzvi’s religious movement, there is still a substantial gap in Sabbatean 
studies. These misconceptions must be corrected with a new approach in the light of the 
untouched Ottoman archival documents. This is one of the purposes of this research.   
1.1.2 Aims of Study  
This thesis attempts to examine the marginal religious movement in Judaism and 
Islam, particularly Messianic movements such as the Sabbatean movement in Judaism and 
the Ahmadiyya movement in Islam. This study especially questions what made them 
marginal, extreme, and even heretical religious movements from a socio-religious 
perspective. The thesis also aims to analyse how an Islamic State managed to treat marginal 
movement under one umbrella with religious tolerance. If it were possible to operate in 
unprejudiced ways in the seventeenth century in the Ottoman Empire, why it is so difficult to 
show respect to such minority beliefs like the Ahmadiyya movement in the 21st century?  
 1.1.3 Main Research Questions 
I would like to re-analyse the religious sect of Sabbateanism from a socio-political and 
religious perspective in order to respond to these particular questions:  
1. What makes Sabbateanism a ‘heretical’ religious sect? 
2. Are all minority movement marginal or heretical movements? 
Secondary Questions: 
Secondary questions: 
1. Taking the example of Sabbateans, how did the Ottoman State treat all minorities? 
2. How did the Ottoman Constitution show regard towards minority groups? 
3. On what grounds do Messiahs get labelled as ‘false Messiahs’? 
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4. What was the source of Ottoman tolerance? 
5. What are the events that led to the perception that Sabbateanism is heretical? 
6. How are the sentiments towards the Sabbateans similar to those towards other 
minority religious groups?  
7. What are the conditions that might enable equal treatment and tolerance towards 
minority religious groups? 
 
1.1. 4 Definition of key terms 
For the purposes of this dissertation, some technical terms in the religious literature 
will now be defined.  
Sabbateanism is a concept originating from the name of Shabbetai Tzvi, who 
founded the Sabbatean movement of Judaism.  Initially, Sabbateans were a group of Crypto-
Jews in the Ottoman Empire who converted to Islam, but who apparently retained their 
previous religious beliefs. Their descendants still practise to this day, but secretly. Members 
of the sect have been referred to by different terms throughout history. Another common term 
used for Sabbateans is Mohammedan Jews. This said, the primary sources in the Ottoman 
literature use the term Avdeti instead of Sabbateans, Mohammedan Jews or Dönme.34  
Dönmes The term “Dönme” is generally accepted in society, especially in Turkey 
and the Western World. However, this term does not offer an accurate depiction of 
Sabbateans, as discussed below. The thesis rejects the term "Dönme"35 for its negative 
characterization of Sabbateans as untrustworthy and disloyal, and proposes the term 
Mohammedan Jews, coined and used throughout the history of the Ottoman Empire, to be 
used side by side with the more accurate description: Sabbateans.  
Mohammedanism is a term that was mistakenly equated with Islam in some scholarly 
texts and in the public sphere. Mohammedan refers to a follower of the Islamic prophet 
Muhammad (Pbuh). Mohammedanism was first used in the English language was in 1663.36  
Prior to that, the term Mahometan was used, as far back as 1529. The term Mohammedanism 
cannot be a substitute for Islam, because the religion of Islam does not belong to Prophet 
Muhammad as he was a messenger who brought the divine message from God (Allah). 
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Prophet Muhammad even explained this in his farewell sermon before he died that he is only 
a messenger of this religion.  As such, calling the Islamic religion Mohammedanism would be 
an inaccuracy according to Qur’anic teachings.37 Therefore, in one way or another, the 
Western World misinterpreted Islam as Mohammedanism and its believers as Mohammedans. 
For instance, when Ricaut mentioned the Ottoman Empire in his book, he mistakenly referred 
to it as a Mohammedan State, which shows the general understanding of the Christian world 
about Islam as the religion of Muhammad.38  
This misconception regarding the term Mohammedanism came from Kalimah al 
Shah-adah in Arabic as ‘ash-hadu ‘an laa’i-laa-ha ‘il-lal-laa-hu WA ‘ash-ha-du ‘Anna Mu-
ham-ma-dan ‘ab-du-hoo war a-soo-luh’ which means: “I testify that there is none worthy of 
worship besides Allah and I testify that Muhammad is Allah’s worshipper and messenger.” In 
the Arabic version, the word Mohammedan is misrecognised as the name of the religion by 
the Western World and this misconception continues.39 Based on this common understanding 
of Muslims by the Western world, Sabbateans were also referred to as Mohammedan Jews in 
eighteenth century books.40 The thesis title refers to Mohammedan Jews in order to 
interrogate the term. The term Mohammedan Jews suggests the followers’ status as an in-
between religious group, because it is commonly held that Sabbateans practise as Muslims on 
the outside, and practise as Jews secretly.  However, this misconstrues their religious 
identities as followers of Shabbetai Tzvi. 
Messianic thought or Messianism is the belief in a Messiah, who will serve as a 
redeemer for a particular religious faith. The concept of Messianism originated in Judaism, 
and first appeared in the Torah, in which a Messiah is a king or High Priest traditionally 
anointed with holy oil. Messianism is most commonly found in Abrahamic religions. In 1666, 
some Muslims, Jews and Christians believed that the messianic age was approaching and 
they expected a redeemer.  This is when Shabbetai Tzvi came forth with his messianic ideas 
and gathered followers. 
Just like in Christianity and Judaism, there is also Messianism in the Islamic tradition.  
It is called Mahdiship and is actually influenced by Abrahamic religious thought. Similar to 
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Kabalistic theories, many Muslims use the abjad system (abjadiyyah means accounting) to 
determine the time when Mahdi al Murtaza, namely the redeemer would arrive.41 The Abjad 
system also provided Muslim with the spiritual knowledge to use the Islamic calendar like the 
Jews who used the Kabbalah.42  
Heresy is any belief or theory that departs from the norm in a given religious faith. A 
heretic is someone who deviates from the mainstream beliefs. Heresy needs to be 
distinguished from apostasy, which refers to the abnegation of one's religion, principles or 
cause, and blasphemy, which refers to the use offensive words or the performnce of any 
action against God or sacred things. This thesis analyses marginal movement to define and 
even interrogate what are perceived as controversial beliefs. As its starting point, the thesis 
prefers to use the term “marginal” despite society’s reference to these movements as heretical 
or heterodox movement or religious faiths. The term, marginalism (according to majority) 
does not refer to extremism or heresy in the faith. For this reason, this term is preferred in the 
thesis.43 
Zendeqa means heretical beliefs in Arabic or the act of renouncing the mainstream 
faith of Islam. This expression initially appeared around 260 AD during the time of the 
Persian Empire, since the official acceptance of the Mazdeism into the Empire. As an 
adjective, the term, “Zındıq” refers to the person who has heretical thoughts that go against 
Islam.44   
Kafir means one who rejects the divine authority. The Arabic term, ‘Kafir’ is derived 
from the word ‘kufr’ and in Hebrew ‘kofer’ which means to conceal or to reject. A number of 
religious leaders have provided quotes from the Qur’an saying that Allah asks the believers to 
kill infidels or non-believers (Kafirs) but these leaders sometimes misinterpret this term, and 
create confusion about non-believers in Islam.  For instance, if an infidel rejects a particular 
doctrine, system, or principle in the religion, this makes the claimer mushrick which is also 
known as shirk (polytheism).  
However, on several occasions throughout history, some religious authorities in 
Islamic states have labelled several Muslim leaders as Kafirs and sentenced him to death by 
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hanging. The criteria for what counts as ‘Kafir’ comportment can be also changed according 
to Salafist or Hanafi scholars. However, the Qur’an does not allow anybody to label someone 
else Kafir unless he admits that he is a non-believer.45 In the Ottoman literature, Kafirs have 
sometimes been represented as unkind and uncompassionate to humankind, and infidels have 
been perceived as people who torture others, who do not help the needy, who commit 
adultery, lie, steal and kill.46 Among conservative Muslim scholars, the term ‘Kafir’ has been 
abused to label many reformist theologians. In history, the great Muslim scholar Imam 
Ghazali was labeled as Kafir in Baghdad. Similarly Imam Bukhara judged Imam Hanafi as 
Kafir due to his reformist fatwas (religious jurisprudence) such as the translation of the 
Qur’an into Persian. At present, the Ahmadiyya Movement in Pakistan is labelled as a 
heretical sect of Islam and its followers are called Kafir by mainstream Muslim Ulama.47 
1.2 Methodology  
  A comparative historical methodological approach has been used to reveal some 
misunderstood subjects in the Sabbatean Movement from the past to the present.  
Other than the comparative historical method, oral history and comparative history have been 
used in the research of this thesis. Some Sabbatean people in Turkey were interviewed to 
better understand their religious and social experiences, mostly from a sociological and 
historical perspective. Many Ahmadi Muslims were also interviewed in order to explore 
similarities as well as the social pressures they face and their struggles in Pakistan, South 
Africa and other states. These interviews shed light on the fact that Ahmadi Muslims prefer to 
live in countries like Canada and Israel where the state and society do not interfere with the 
religious practices of Muslims.  
On the other hand, because Sabbateans are recognised as “heretical” in Jewish society in 
Israel, they prefer to hide their religious identity.  This is also true of Sabbateans in other 
parts of the world. This made it a challenge to identify them, therefore their family names and 
titles were used as identifying factors.  
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1.1.6 Limitations of this study  
  As mentioned, the first limitation was limited access to information about Sabbatean 
practices. Sabbateanism as a hidden sect might be an accurate statement.  Fortunately, I was 
able to interview two Sabbatean individuals who provided absolutely unique information for 
my research. Despite oral data, it is not possible to fully grasp the religious rituals and 
principles of the Sabbatean Movement. However, members of the Ahmadiyya Movement did 
not mind to provide information about their religious identities for research purposes.  
  
1.1.7 Materials   
In this thesis, a variety of materials have been used and analysed to reveal issues 
facing minority religious groups like Sabbateans or Ahmadis. Primary sources and unique 
archival documents in Hebrew and the old Turkish (Ottoman Language) have been used in 
the dissertation. Ottoman archival documents bring a new dimension to this study in terms of 
comparing minority groups from the Ottoman period to the present days. Some archival 
documents have been gathered from the national library of Israel in Jerusalem. Secondary 
sources and verbal history also provided remarkable data which is carefully analysed in the 
thesis. 
In this study, hundreds of Ottoman archival sources were translated into English to 
better illustrate Ottoman Jewish relations in the Ottoman territory, which is necessary to 
understand the beginnings of Jewish presence in Anatolia. As mentioned, Shabbetai Tzvi 
came from one of those Jewish families who immigrated to Turkey from Spain in 1492. 
Important correspondences were issued in the Ottoman language. According to Professor 
Avram Galante, the Ottoman judicial system allowed Shabbetai Tzvi to pursue his Messianic 
thoughts in society.48 Indeed, how did the Ottoman State recognise the minorities in its 
territory? What is the reality behind this religious understanding towards Sabbateans? These 
issues will be explored in the following chapters.  
Tzvi’s life, challenges, arrests and death, all happened in the Ottoman territory, and 
are recorded and registered in the Ottoman archives.49 These documents show that all events 
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about the Sabbatean Movement were recorded by Ottoman authorities during their time.50  To 
date, researchers have ignored many of the archival materials because they could not 
understand the Ottoman language in which parts of this history were recorded. 
Through this research, I will attempt to address this gap by using precious primary 
sources from Turkey and Israel.51 There are more than a thousand Ottoman archival 
documents in the Turkish State Archives in Istanbul which are relevant to this topic.  I 
maintain that it is only possible to understand all the historical processes after analysing these 
archival sources.   
1.3 Literature review of studies on Shabbetai Tzvi  
The literature review in this dissertation not only presents previous studies, areas that 
have previously been analysed but also what has been neglected in the field.   
One of the challenges in the analysis of the socio-religious impact of the Sabbatean 
movement has been the issue of access to archival resources in the field, especially those 
offering eastern perspectives. While some books on the Sabbatean movement in the Western 
world were first published in the 1800s, the first books published in the Ottoman society were 
only seen in the 1900s. The language barrier also meant that the books published by the 
Ottoman Empire or present day Turkey seldom made it to the European bookshelves.  Still, 
even in Turkey, the number of books on the topic is quite scant because of the secrecy around 
the Sabbatean topic.  It is often argued that one of the primary reasons for this is because the 
Sabbateans lived as a hidden sect in Turkish society.  
Contrary to popular belief that the Ottoman Empire may have marginalised the 
Sabbateans, historical evidence points to the fact that the Ottoman Empire sought to protect 
Sabbateans as its citizens.  This was until the emergence of modern Turkey, when due to a 
rise of separatist sentiments, there was a general suspicion of any minority groups including 
the Sabbateans.52 In fact, that period also saw a rise in the negative perception of conservative 
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Jews and Muslims towards Sabbateans. On the whole though, socially there was a fair degree 
of multicultural and religious understanding, which played a crucial role in creating 
conductive conditions for all Turkish citizens to live together under the same umbrella 
without distinguishing any particular groups in society.  
The religious movement of the Jewish Messiah, Shabbetai Tzvi, in the seventeenth 
century has been under debate by scholars until the present day. However, the subject still 
contains a remarkable gap in terms of identifying an appropriate approach to analyse this 
marginal religious sect in Judaism. Since the beginning of the Sabbatean movement to the 
present, in several works, Shabbetai Tzvi has been a subject matter for authors of different 
nationalities.  Their texts were produced in diverse languages such as Russian, French, 
Persian, English, Greek, Armenian, Hebrew, and German, but most importantly in Turkish. It 
is because when this movement emerged in Izmir in Turkey, it firstly and naturally affected 
Turkish society, be it positively or negatively, and impacted on the Turkish public sphere. In 
addition, correspondences between local rulers in Izmir and the current Turkish government 
in the capital of the Empire, Istanbul, were written in Ottoman Turkish and therefore required 
a close inspection from a Turkish perspective using Turkish sources.   
Between 1623 and 1667, Paul Ricaut, wrote a history book, entitled The Present State 
of the Ottoman Empire and, as a contemporary of Shabbetai Tzvi, he mentioned the latter and 
his religious movement. Based in Izmir, Ricaut had the opportunity to observe these religious 
events first hand, and observe the context and social climate in which they occurred. 
According to Ricaut, when Tzvi converted to Islam, it shocked the Jewish society, and 
became a subject of a hidden messianic movement for the Muslim community in the Ottoman 
Empire. In spite of this opportunity, Ricaut considered this event from a Christian point of 
view, which could be seen as an inaccurate approach to the examination of another religious 
sect. This said, his book contains important contextual information and will therefore be used 
in this thesis.  
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Likewise, Ottoman contemporary historians, Abdurrahman Abdi Pasha and Silahtar 
Mehmet Effendi mentioned Tsvi’s movement in their work.53 Abdi Pasha wrote his book in 
1682 and offered the first full-fledged Ottoman narrative of the Sabbatean movement was 
mentioned by an eyewitness Abdi Pasha who was an official historian and secretary of the 
confidential matters of Sultan Mehmet IV “Sır Katibi”. As a result, Abdi's Pasha’s story can 
be considered a first person Sultanic narrative of the Sabbatean affair, more so than any other 
historical account.54 Furthermore, Abdi Pasha called Tzvi “a Rabbi from the Ottoman Jewish 
community in Izmir” and never judged his messiahship in a negative way.  
Similarly, Raşit Pasha not only noted this event in his book, Tarih-i Raşit, but also 
explained how the Shabbetai Tzvi movement had grown day by day.  Raşit Pasha gives an 
eyewitness account that illustrates how Shabbetai Tzvi had converted to Islam in Edirne 
palace in front of the Sultan Mehmet IV.55 These sources are very valuable historical 
accounts for the study of the Sabbatean movement since they are the first Ottoman sources 
regarding the subject, which might also give insight into the initial perceptions of the 
Messianic Movement within the Ottoman society. However, it must not be forgotten that 
these works were written by conservative Muslim Turkish scholars and therefore 
observations they made could sometimes be biased particularly when analyzing another 
religious movement with its own religious values.56 This said, one notes that the derogatory 
term Dönme was not used yet in the Ottoman society to designate the followers of Shabbetai 
Tzvi.  
French, British and German sources of the time also mentioned the name of Shabbetai 
Tzvi as Shabbetai Sevi, Sabatay Zevi-Sebi-Levi in books and journals. However, Turkish 
sources in the seventeenth century, like the historical chronicles of Raşit Effendi, Abdi Pasha, 
or Fındıklılı Mehmet Effendi preferred to not mention the name of Shabbetai Tzvi, opting 
instead to refer to him as “Jew”, “well-known Rabbi” or “famous Jew (Yehudi)” in the 
records.  Fɪndɪklɪ Mehmet Effendi wrote about Tzvi’s movement in his book Silahtar Tarihi, 
however, this work is very similar to Abdi Pasha's book Vekayiname.  
                                                          
53 Abdurahman Abdi Paşa,  1648, Abdi Paşa Vekayinamesi, Köprülü Kütüphanesi No, 216, p. 214; Silahtar 
Mehmet, 1928, p. 432. 
54 Derin Cetin, 1993, Abdurrahman Pasa vekayinamesi Tahlil ve Metin, (unpublished PhD thesis, Istanbul 
University) p.39 Istanbul 
55 Rasit Paşa, 1865, Tarihi Rasid, Vol. 1, Devlet Matbaasɪ, p. 133, Istanbul 
56 Şişman Cengiz, 2012, Cortijo De Sevi as Lie De Memoire, The past , present and future of Sabbatai Sevi's 




In the eighteenth century, a remarkable study was conducted by a prominent Ottoman 
historian, Kâmil Pasha, who was the official historian at the Ottoman palace. Kâmil Pasha 
mentioned Tzvi’s name for the first time as Sapatay Levi in his book, Tarih-i Siyassi.57 In the 
seventeenth century, Sabbatean terms began to make their way into dictionaries in Europe. 
Linguist Francisco Meninski mentioned the following term in a German-Turkish dictionary 
as "Donme reversus, converses, desertor, apostate," and described it.58  Then, Ottoman 
linguist Mehmet Esad Effendi included the term dönmek in his dictionary and explained it as 
ilhad; irtidad namely, apostasy59. Another Ottoman writer Ahmet Rıfat also mentioned 
Dönmes and gave a short definition about the community without any analysis.60  
The first book about Shabbetai Tzvi’s movement, called Dönmeler: Hanyos, Koyegos, 
Sazan was published in Ottoman Turkish in Istanbul in 1919. In the pages that follow, the 
author makes mention of different ethnic groups such as the Gypsies, Zoroastrians (Mecusi), 
Jews and Christians among Sabbateans. Beside that, this book looks like a general radical 
Turkish view with regard to its criticism and exaggerated statements on the Sabbatean people.  
According to the author, Kapancı and Karakaş merchants are untrustworthy and he 
mentions that the Yakubi group was robbing the Turkish state. Further, he mentions how 
Sabbatean women changed the fashion of women under the Ottoman Empire resulting in 
them dressing up like European women instead of conforming to Muslim customs. The 
author argues that the Ottoman Empire is declining because of the Sabbatean people. He 
asserts that all infidelity belongs to the Sabbatean movement and that Salonica is the most 
important city for this foundation. However, other than these controversial statements, the 
author provides no evidence to substantiate his claims.  
Binbaşı Sadık Bey then wrote a response to Dönmeler, entitled Dönmelerin Hakikati. 
These two books were considered as the first Turkish secondary sources of Sabbatean 
Studies.61 Dönmelerin Hakikati was published in Istanbul and as the book title it means 
actualities of Dönme people, namely Sabbateans. In his foreword, Sadık Bey explained how 
Shabbetai Tzvi constructed his image with his innovative ideas and impacted his society. 
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According to Miralay Sadık, Shabbetai Tzvi did not convert to Islam by force; however, he 
was spiritually inspired by God. Therefore, Miralay Sadık stated that such tough criticism on 
the activities of Shabbetai Tzvi is like a tree bearing fruit yet getting stoned.62 A writer of 
Sabbatean origin, Zorlu also stated that Miralay Sadık should have been a member of the 
Sabbatean congregation.63  
  According to Sadık Bey, Tzvi was considered a real Saint (Mürşid-i Kamil) and even 
led many people to embrace Islam. It is said that even some converted Sabbateans attended 
Sufi schools and tarikahs in the Ottoman society.64 For this reason, according to Sadık Bey, 
Sultan Mehmet IV honored Tzvi with a special title, Aziz, and thus he became Aziz Mehmet 
Effendi. In the second section of the book, Sadık provided information about Yakubi’s side of 
the family. In his view, Tzvi added eight more rules to the Jewish principles, which 
constituted the essence of his eighteenth religious instruction.65 As far as is understood from 
some sentences, Aziz Mehmet Effendi is presented as a Sabbatean from the Yakubi group. 
The author emphasized Shabbetai Tzvi’s intention to establish a religion, but when he was 
exiled to Uljin in Albania, his followers became concerned about their future.  
Miralay Sadık Bey‘s nephew was Ibrahim Alaatin Gövsa who was a well-known 
educator in Turkey and also wrote a book about Shabbetai Tzvi, which was published in 
Istanbul in 1934. However, unlike his uncle Sadık Bey, Gövsa studied this hidden 
congregation from a Muslim point of view and shared his experiences when he was a school 
principal and teacher in the school in Istanbul. In 1939, Ibrahim Aladdin Gövsa published a 
book in Turkish entitled Shabbetai Sevi, which was an illustrative study in this field. Gövsa 
also shared with readers his own experiences of Sabbatean followers when he was a school 
principal of Bakɪrköy Girls School in the 1920s. Gövsa's approach to this subject is 
considerably factual and sincere but not in an academic way.66 However, this book still 
provides important information for readers.  
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Later on, a group of young Sabbatean rebels in Salonica published a journal, Gonca-i 
Edep, which was not previously known to scholars. At the beginning of the twentieth century, 
more articles and booklets appeared on the subject. 
Other than secondary sources, numerous examples in the Ottoman State Archives and 
old newspapers highlight the essence of Shabbetai Tzvi’s religious lifestyle from his time to 
the first quarter of the 20th century. In 1919, a text regarding Sabbateans (Donmes) was 
published in a newspaper, in Turkey, without the author’s signature. However, Turkish 
archival sources highlight this topic and reveal that the text was written by a fundamentalist 
Turkish philosopher, Ebuzziya Tevfik, who acted against the Sabbatean religious movement 
throughout his entire life. According to this Turkish archival source, Ebuzziya’s article was 
found to be too antagonistic and therefore confiscated by the order of the current 
government.67 
In 1924, one of the Sabbateans, Karakaşzade Mehmet Rüşdü, wrote an article and 
tried to explain that Sabbateans are loyal to the Turkish state and that they do not have so-
called “special powers” alluded to in gossips about Sabbateans that circulated in society in 
the 1920s. According to Mehmet Rüşdü, this movement had become forgotten along with its 
traditions as time went by. Thereafter, another newspaper, Vatan Gazette, published an article 
to give further explanation about this movement. Few other newspapers followed in its wake 
with their publications68 and eventually this subject became a rather “mystical topic” in 
Turkish society, centuries after the event and has remained as such until the present. 
In Western literature, Galatowski's book shares important material about the history 
of Sabbateanism in Poland. Galatowski notes,  
Shabbetai Tzvi appeared in the city of Smyrna and called himself the Messiah of the Jews. At 
the time, some Christians having heard Jewish impudence began to have doubts about 
whether or not Christ was the true Messiah and began to support a false Messiah out of fear. 
That's why I wrote the book, so that faithful Christians do not fear the false Jewish Messiah 
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and without a doubt believe and know that Jesus is the True Messiah. The false Messiah 
motivated me to write this book called: The true Messiah Jesus Christ, the Son of God.69   
In 1925, Josef Kastein revisited this topic and discussed it with European sources in 
Germany. His book, Messiah of Ismir, played a crucial role in the Western media’s re-
analysis of the religious impact of Shabbetai Tzvi in Europe.70 The Western viewpoint on the 
subject is particularly emphasized because of a common judgmental understanding of this 
matter that has mostly received considerable disapprobation.71  Even in 1931, when the 
journalist, Herbert Luger summarized the story of Shabbetai Tzvi he stated that:  
Herein lies the secret of the miserable failure of Shabbetai Tzvi... Sabbatai’s attitude is so 
ridiculously naïve that Graetz all but brands him a case of arrested development.72 
Despite such prejudicial approaches to the Messiahship of Shabbetai Tzvi, these 
sources will be used and critically analysed in this dissertation. How Shabbetai Tzvi declared 
his Messiahship and under which circumstances he was arrested and imprisoned, will be the 
questions raised the light of primary Ottoman archival sources.73 
The first academic publication on the subject was written by Professor Abraham 
Galante in Istanbul in 1935. His work was written in French and is a scholarly explanation of 
how Tzvi’s religious movement began and what he bequeathed to his followers as a religious 
leader. Galante reveals Tzvi’s religious practices with various sources published in different 
languages. Despite the rich sources analysed in his book, Galante could not use Turkish 
archival sources because Ottoman archival sources were not open to the public in those days. 
Still, it can be said that Prof Galante's work is the first attempt at a proper academic study in 
this field.74  
Likewise, an extensive study in the field was published in Hebrew by Gershom 
Scholem in 1957, and later translated into English entitled Sabbatai Sevi, the Mystical 
Messiah. However due to the language barrier, Scholem could not have access to Turkish 
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archival sources,75 as Richard noted in his review of Gershom Schelom’s paper, “It was 
unfortunate that Scholem did not have access to Turkish archives”.76  
By 1979, Abdurrahman Küçük wrote a book in Turkish about “Donmes" called 
Dönmeler Tarihi which was the most extensive study done by a Turkish scholar to this day.77 
This study was written in a scholarly manner and explained this historical event from a 
religious point of view. Despite Küçük's contribution to this field, he could not find 
remarkable documents in the Ottoman Archives. This again created curiosity in Turkish 
society about the Sabbateans and the recurring argument regarding the so-called power of 
Sabbateans, who are supposed to be very mysterious and considerably secretive. It was 
believed that for this reason, they might have destroyed all their documents which should be 
in the Ottoman Archives. While this argument prevailed in Turkish society, some journalists, 
scholars, and writers imposed several political views about the Sabbateans in their works. 
However, none of the labels attached to Sabbatean people was based on factual and 
substantial evidence, but merely opinion. Other than popular history books and novels, some 
Masters and Doctoral dissertations also enriched Sabbatean literature in  this field.78  
In 2004, a Turkish student Cengiz Şişman wrote a Doctoral thesis at the history 
department at Harvard University about Shabbetai Tzvi and his impact. Sişman used 
extraordinary sources in different languages in his study and contributed to knowledge in this 
field. Despite this being an extensive publication, he also could not access Ottoman archival 
sources regarding Shabbetai Tzvi. This again created curiosity in Turkish society and 
intensified the rumours about Sabbateans’ “secret powers”. Although Sişman’s explanations 
are based on the significance of the Ottoman Archives in his dissertation, he had only been 
able to use Ottoman sources on the Jewish people, but not those specifically regarding 
Shabbetai Tzvi.79 However, this dissertation is still the most remarkable doctoral study so far 
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in the field which is written in English. Like Şişman, some Western scholars also contributed 
to the field with their academic works. 
Marc David Baer wrote a book about Sabbateans entitled Donmes which was 
published in 2008. It can be said that his book is the most detailed research by a Western 
scholar in this field after Scholem’s studies. Additionally, Baer learned Ottoman Turkish and 
was able to access Ottoman sources in this field which enriched his studies in the subject. 
That said, the title of his book, “Dönme” indicates that Baer also used the controversial term 
in order to describe the community in the Ottoman society.80  
By 2013, a Turkish historian, Professor Erhan Afyoncu had researched on Shabbetai 
Tzvi in the Turkish State Archive and for the first time he was able to access unique and 
important archival sources with regard to Shabbetai Tzvi, his conversion to Islam, as well as 
his death. With this remarkable study, Afyoncu broke the mystical wall on the Sabbateans 
and proved that Sabbateans have no secret powers which would have enabled them to destroy 
the archival sources about them in the Ottoman State archives. Therefore, it is possible to say 
that Afyoncu corrected several misconceptions in this field. Despite his achievement, he did 
not use many Western sources in his book, but mostly considered Scholem's works as the 
main source in his paper. Moreover, Afyoncu showed that he had the same basic approach in 
his work when he called Shabbetai Tzvi a Sahte Mesih, “False Messiah”. This simplistic 
approach, using negative labelling is in fact not a scholarly way to analyze the activities of a 
religious leader in history, especially since this religious movement is still alive at present.81  
Certainly, it does not follow that writers ought to positively label Sabbatei Tzvi as the true 
messiah. However, it is expected from all scholars to write on such subjects in a non-
judgmental way, without labelling historical figures as good or bad or true or false. 
1.4 Conclusion  
          The Messianic movement of Shabbetai Tzvi was undoubtedly the most remarkable 
religious movement in Jewish history. Neither in Europe nor in Africa, is there any other 
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massive Jewish community still following a religious figure in daily life, like in the followers 
of Shabbetai Tzvi.  
         In 1956, Scholem asked, “If the massacres of 1648 were in any sense its principal 
cause, why did the messiah not arise within the Polish Jewry?”82 However, in this 
dissertation, another dimension to this subject, which has not been explored before, will be 
examined in a socio-historical context. What are the conditions that have allowed Sabbateans 
to practise their religion so far? A messianic movement did arise in Poland as will be detailed 
in Chapter three. However, what is of interest is actually how people respond to Messianic 
movements in society rather than the emergence of a Messiah per se.  This thesis explores the 
development of Messianic movements, especially in light of the socio-political set-up of the 
Ottoman Empire.   
Many marginal religious groups, like the Sabbatean movement in Judaism, have been 
seen as “heresy” in the orthodox religious world. This general view did not allow them to 
flourish in their own community. Therefore, Huguenots and Mormon missionaries in 
Christianity, the Ahmadiyya movement in Islam have been treated in the same inhumane way 
worldwide and persecuted or exiled from their birthplace. The Ahmadiyya sect in Islam is the 
best example of controversial religious issues in the Muslim world. The sect is active all over 
the world, other than in Islamic countries including Pakistan.  
Historically though, even minority movement of other faiths such as Sabbateanism, 
flourished under the rule of the greatest Islamic State of the time in history, the Ottoman 
Empire. Despite his marginal messianic thoughts, Shabbetai Tzvi and his followers were not 
treated badly by the Ottoman State. Ottoman tolerance towards all minority religious groups 
has enabled them to grow and thrive. 
Undoubtedly, in the second half of the last century, many studies on Sabbateanism 
enriched the literature of Ottoman Crypto-Jews as a hidden sect. However, most of the 
scholars have neglected Ottoman sources in this field. As an orthodox Jewish scholar, 
Abraham Galanti’s book in 1935 is an exemplary study of Tzvi’s movement as he was not 
judgmental.83 Mostly, writers have been influenced by Western literature and could not stay 
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unbiased in their analyses. This thesis aims to probe into the topic by drawing on a range of 
sources, without discriminating against any religious group.  
1.5 Thesis Outline 
The second chapter reveals the historical background of Turkish-Jewish relations to 
better understand why the most influential messianic movement in Jewish society occurred 
and flourished under Turkish rule in Turkish territory. It is based on the multicultural 
religious understanding of the Turkish nation which dates to 7th century Asia. This chapter 
concludes with a description of Turkish-Jewish relations in the Ottoman Empire at the time of 
Shabbetai Tzvi. 
Chapter three aims to establish a link between messianic movements and messiahship 
in the all Abrahamic religions. This is because Shabbetai Tzvi’s messiahship cannot be 
understood without first exploring the essence of Messianism in Judaism. Therefore, 
Messianism in the religious context will be analysed throughout this chapter. 
Chapter four covers and reveals the life of Shabbetai Tzvi from his birth to his death 
in a historical context. Tzvi’s conversion to Islam is particularly re-interpreted in the light of 
the unused archival sources in this chapter.  
Chapter five analyses the Sabbatean movement after the death of Shabbetai Tzvi. In 
addition, the shift in perceptions about Sabbateanism from a spiritual to a negative movement 
in Turkish and Western society are examined in this chapter. 
Chapter six compares the Sabbatean movement with two controversial religious 
movements, the Crypto-Christian movement, and the Ahmadiyya sect in Islam as hidden 
religious communities having dual religious identities.  
Chapter seven discusses some of the key themes emerging out of this comparative 
research, and develops new ideas in this field which have not been considered by previous 
scholars. It discusses the role of state policies on minority groups, then revisits the term 
Messiahship in a socio-political and religious context. 
Chapter eight provides a general conclusion for the entire thesis. In this way, the 
ideas, discussions and insights from each chapter are summarised in the light of unique 




CHAPTER II: TURKISH-JEWISH RELATIONS FROM THE 
7TH TO THE 17TH CENTURY 
2.1 Introduction  
In order to better understand the Turkish views towards the Jews, and subsequently 
towards the Sabbateans, Turkish-Jewish relations throughout history need to be explored in 
greater detail. Without examining Turkish-Jewish relations in history, it is not possible to 
understand the significance of the most influential messianic movement in Jewish society and 
its emergence within Turkish lands.  
One reason for the amiable relations between Turks and Jews throughout history is 
the fact that for three centuries, many Turks were of Jewish faith and belonged to the Khazar 
Empire, named after the Turkish Sultan, Khazar. The Khazar Empire was the only Jewish 
Empire in world history. It was a Turkish State established around the Caspian Sea in 650 
AD. From about 650 AD to 965 AD, the Khazars ruled over a large territory stretching from 
the Don-Volga valley as far as northern Caucasus. Their empire was the first and last Jewish 
empire in history, operated by nomadic Turkish tribes around the Caspian Sea.84 Prof Pritzak 
named these tribes as “the Turkic-Khazar Pax” because of the union of many Turkish 
nomadic Turkish tribes.85 
The fact that the Caspian Sea is still called Khazar86 serves as evidence for the 
establishment of the Turkish-Jewish Empire in the region.87 Over time, the Khazar Empire 
declined, but the Turkish Jews retained their Jewish religion.88 Many Turkish Jews are still 
alive in Romania and Russia, as well as in Turkey. Some of the tribes of the Khazar Empire 
such as the Karay, Karaim, and Gagauz Turks have preserved their religious identity and still 
consider themselves as Jews. This common view led to sympathetic relations between 
Muslim Turks and Jewish Turks because of the common national belonging of both 
communities. The Khazar Empire was succeeded by the Seljuk Empire, which was 
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established in Iran and spread as far as eastern Anatolia from 1041 to 1321.89 During this 
time, Jewish communities were forced to migrate to other lands from the Roman territories 
due to persecutions by the Roman Empire.  
Many Jews moved to Turkish lands in order to save their lives and benefited from the 
hospitality of the Turkish society where the majority of individuals were of the Islamic faith. 
O'Connor noted that: “…as a Jew, he is a kinsman of the Turk and as a Jew, he feels bound 
to make common cause with the Turks (Muslim Turk) against the Christian."90 As a nation, 
Turks have been tolerant towards individuals of many different religions, besides Jews 
throughout history because of their multi-cultural background in the past.  The second reason 
for good Turkish- Jewish relations pertains to the Islamic approach to the religion of Judaism 
within Turkish Muslim Empires such as the Seljuk and the Ottoman Empires. These two 
Muslim Empires followed similar principles and observed the same Islamic understanding, 
but with the traditional Turkish tolerance of individuals of other faiths as belonging to one 
and the same nation. Especially Seljuk and Ottoman Empires had similar understanding due 
to historical link to Turkish Jewish Empire, Khazars. This made them different from the other 
nations’ approach towards the Jewish society in the historical context.91 Islam accepts 
Judaism as a divine religion and respects Prophet Moses and recognises the Torah as a holy 
book.92 There are many ayahs93 in the Qur'an that define the Jewish believer as Zimmah94, a 
non-Muslim who is a follower of one of the two Abrahamic religions, Christianity and 
Judaism. It is stated in the holy Qur’an:  
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Indeed those who believed and those who became Jews and Sabbateans and Christians. 
Whoever believed in Allah and the day last and did good deeds shall be no fear on them nor 
shall them grieved.95 
In this sense, the Turkish approach towards the people of the book has been considerably 
positive in developing Turkish-Jewish relations in the Muslim World.   
2.2 Turkish-Jewish relations through the ages 
Turkish-Jewish relations date back to the 6th century with the emergence of the 
Khazar Empire, and these ties were fortified over centuries in the Ottoman territory, 
especially as Jews got persecuted and expelled from European nations. 
 2.2.1 Turkish-Jewish relations in the first and last Jewish Empire, Khazars 
The Khazar (Khuzarim) tribal union emerged in the course of the 6th century.96  It 
was situated between the lower Volga River and the northern Caucasus. The Khazar country 
populated by a non-Semitic people, namely Turkish tribe, lay across the natural line of 
advance of the Arabs between the 7th and 10th centuries. Turkish Jews, Khazars established 
the first Jewish Empire in history.97According to experts in this field, the Khazar tribal union 
was the creation of the Turks.98  
The historical emergence of Khazar’s tribal confederation Sabir, Oghuz, Turk and 
other nomadic groups, as well as the conversion of the Turkish Khazars to Judaism have been 
the subject of sizable Islamic and Hebrew literature for years, especially in the twentieth 
century. As far as is known, the Khazar Turks used the Hebrew language in their official 
correspondence.99  
Historian Dunlop etymologically linked the Chinese term for Khazars, Gesa, to one of 
the tribal names of the Uyghur Toquz Oghuz. Uyghur Qasar/Khazar was used as a surname 
for the chief of the Toquz Oghuz. The term Khazars was mostly used in conjunction with the 
word Tujue meaning Turk. During the 7th and 8th centuries, the Khazar Turks fought against 
the Muslim Umayyad Caliphate and its successor, the Abbasids on several occasions. The 
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first Khazar-Arab battle took place during the first phase of Islamic development in the 
region.100 Originally, the ancestors of the Khazars, who belonged to the Göktũrk Empire, 
were Tengrist worshippers. Then, in the late sixth century, they converted to Judaism, under 
Sultan Khazar.  According to Oppenheim, the Khazar Empire was the only Turkish-Jewish 
State to evolve after the demolition of the second temple,101 and before the formation of the 
Promised Land in Israel.102 He holds that the Jews’ aspirations to return to Israel may have 
encouraged messianic expectations already from the times of Jewish philosopher, Judah 
Halevi. 
The strategic location of the Khazar Empire also enabled the Khazars to play an 
important role in the political struggles of the time.103 The king of the Khazars had already 
met with Jews in the Caliphate of Harun al-Rashid and they joined him from all the lands of 
Islam.104 Great Muslim sociologist from Middle Ages, Ibn Haldun describes the Khazars and 
the boundaries of their homeland as follows:  
Azerbaijan's eastern point in this section is Ardabil, on a portion of the Caspian Sea. The 
Caspian Sea enters this section from the east from the seventh section and it’s called the Sea 
of Tabaristan. On its northern shore, in this section, it contains a portion of the country, the 
Khazars. They are Turkomans. To the west, it contains the land of the Finland Turks. To the 
east lies the country of Tavast, followed by the land of Estonia.105 As for the dynasties of our 
own time, the greatest of them is that of the Turks.106 
As described by Ibn Khaldun above, Khazars Jews lived around the Caspian Sea and 
spoke a dialect of the Turkish language.107 Well-known scholars in the Middle Ages, such as 
Đbn Miskeveyh, Taberi, Mesudi, Đbn Haldun, Karamani, Kazvini, and later Barthold, 
Minorsky, H. Rosenthal and Togan accepted Khazars as a Turkish tribe.108 According to 
well-known Russian scholar Artamonow, a minority group of Jews was living in the 
surroundings of Khazar State and even began spreading as far as Caucasia.109 Armanotow 
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also notes that Judaism was the noblest religion for Khazar Turks in that time and they 
therefore embraced Judaism as an official religion in the State.110 
Some scholars stated that the Khazars did not vanish in history even after the decline 
of their Empire but migrated Eastern Europe to later form part of the Ashkenazi Jewish 
population of the West. Abraham E. Harkavi then suggested that there might have been a 
connection between the Khazar and European Jews in the 1870s. Scholars like Ernest Renan, 
Joseph Jacobs, and Samuel Weissenberg followed the same hypothesis and spread the idea in 
the academic circles.  
In the same vein, the Russian Orientalist Vasilii Vasil'eivch Grigorev theorized that 
the Crimean Karaites originated from the Khazar tribe and pursued their religious practices in 
Judaism. Numerous Karaims refuse having an Israelite ethnic background and declare 
themseves as descendants of the Khazar Turks. Western scholars such as Leon Kill and 
Kevin Alan Brook led the first scientific study of Crimean Karaites, using DNA proof that 
that Crimean Karaites (Turkish Jews) indeed had some Middle Eastern genes. This would 
link them to the Khazars as the Khazar Empire was the only Jewish Empire established by the 
Turkish-Jewish people in the Middle East.111   
In present day Turkey, the only Jewish community from the Khazar lineage is that of 
the Karay Jews who mostly live in Romania and Turkey.112 One of the Sultans in Khazar 
Empire accepted the three religions of Islam, Christianity, Judaism, and performed his 
religious rituals on Friday in an Islamic way, on Saturday according to Jewish custom and on 
Sunday based on the Christian tradition.113 When Prophet Muhammad said, “leave the Turks 
alone as long as they leave you alone”, he was also referring to Khazar Turks in Asia.114 Like 
the Jewish religious item, the menorah,115 or the ancient Hebrew writing, Jewish calligraphy 
was found in a village in Fethiye southern Anatolia Turkey, in the fifth century. This 
indicates the existence of the Jewish community in Asia Minor already in the age of Roman 
Empire.116 Other traces of Jewish existence can be found through their contributions as well 
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as their recorded persecution in the Christian states.  There are records of a compulsory 
monthly tax of two drahmi imposed on Jews in the Roman Empire.117   
In Spain, between 755 and 931, the Jewish people are also known to have enriched 
and contributed to the cultural life of the Andalusian Muslim Empire. Interestingly, the Jews 
felt welcome and validated in the Andalusian Empire with a Muslim majority. According to 
some sources, the official correspondence between the Khazar Empire and the Andalusian 
Empire was in Hebrew which would confirm the tolerant Muslim-Jewish relations across the 
two territories.   
Cordoba in Spain became the central academic city with Torah and Talmud schools. 
The central library in Cordoba had four thousand manuscript books reporting on the activities 
of the Jewish community. The Jewish medical doctor Hastay ibn Shabrut was the official 
doctor of the Andalusian Sultan Abd-ar-Rahman III. The doctor was later appointed as 
Minister of Foreign Affairs in Andalusia and had an interesting correspondence with the 
Khazar Empire. It was his correspondence in Hebrew with Joseph, king of Khazars that 
would be preserved by the Jews in Spain and circulated for centuries because it so poignantly 
expressed his exemplary personal qualities.118 Undoubtedly, Jewish people played a 
prominent role in the establishment of the good relations between Khazar and Andalusian 
State.119 Thus, Cordoba became one of the most popular cities and therefore the academic 
institute in Babylon gradually moved to Spain.120  
In Turkey, the descendants of the Khazar Empire were mostly from the Karaite 
community.  After the decline of Khazar Kingdom, Khazar Jews moved to Azaq and Crimea 
and established a state there.121 A nomadic group, the Karaites were of Turkish descent from 
the Khazar Empire and their similar ethnic roots also played an important role in establishing 
good relations with Turkish Muslim states such as the Ottoman Empire.122 
2.2.2 Turkish-Jewish relations in the Seljuk and early Ottoman Empires 
In the Turkish land, from Anatolia to Mesopotamia, due to spiritual religious 
movements led by Sufi scholars Jelaleddin Rumi or Haji Bektashi Veli, conversion to Islam 
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was popular in the Seljuk Era.123 It is argued by contemporary historians that the Grand 
Vizier of Seljuk Empire, Jelaeddin Karatay embraced Islam when he met and attended 
Rumi’s classes in Konya. Later he built his own Madrasa, the Karatay Madrasa which was 
established in Seljuk era in 1251. Great religious figures, namely, Jelaleddin Rumi, Shemsi 
Tabrizi, Sadrettin Konevi and Serafettin Musli attended the celebration for its opening day.124 
When contemporary historians mentioned this event, they also noted the significance of 
Jelaleddin Karatay’s conversion to Islam. For instance, Ibn Bibi noted that despite being from 
an old Greek family in Anatolia (Rum), Jelaleddin Karatay was living like a Muslim even 
before he converted to Islam. According to Ibn Bibi, Jelaleddin Karatay was influenced by 
ancient philosopher Plato and combined Plato’s knowledge with the Islamic knowledge of 
Jelaleddin Rumi and then decided to embrace Islam. Certain poems by Rumi regarding the 
understanding of religion as tolerant influenced many people to convert to Islam during this 
period.125  After the Seljuk era, Ottoman rulers also followed similar principles and respected 
minority religious groups.   
The Ottomans established their state in Anatolia, particularly after the decline of their 
predecessor, the Seljuk Empire, and developed their own unique imperial system especially 
after the conquest of Istanbul in 1453.126 
When Mehmet II captured Constantinople in 1453, he allowed many Jews from Ohrid 
to settle there and the Ohrid Synagogue stood in Istanbul until the19th century.127 Sultan 
Mehmet also invited the Karaite Turkish Jews to settle in the Istanbul neighborhood.  This 
city is today called Karaköy, referring to Karaite Jews. Their synagogue in Karaköy still 
stands as one of the oldest synagogues in Istanbul. These historical ties led to remarkable 
tolerance among Muslim Turkish and their administrators from the Middle Ages to the 
following centuries, and they were emphasized by the Ottoman Sultan Mehmet II in his 
constitution. Similarly, first time in history, only Ottoman Empire recognized the Armenian 
church and established a Gregorian church in Istanbul when Fatih Sultan Mehmet II 
conquered to the city.128 To set an example, during his era in between 1451 and 1480, he 
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appointed many Jews in the Ottoman palace and provided them with substantial economic 
opportunities.129 
The Qur'an mentions the statute of Zhimmi and their social position in the Islamic 
State. The Qur’anic verses, for example, “no compulsion in religion as applied to non-
Muslims” inspired the Ottoman rulers to establish their own constitutions for non-Muslim 
citizens, in accordance with such verses. There is also a particular verse in the Qur’an 
regarding non-Muslim citizens, which highlights the righteousness of non-Muslims as the 
People of the Book:  
Indeed those who believe and those who were Jews or Christians or Sabeans – those among 
them who believed in Allah and the Last Day and did righteousness – will have their reward 
with their Lord, and no fear will there be concerning them, nor will they grieve.130 
This statement is generally understood as limited to Judaism and Christianity as both 
those faiths are mentioned in the Qur'an and have a recognized place in Islamic sacred 
history.131 As such, Jews and Christians are regarded as Ahl al-Kitab, the people of the book. 
In response, the Sharia law integrated them under the rule of Ahl al-Dhimmi. From this rule, 
the term ‘Dhimmi’ was derived, which refers to someone with the Zimmah status, in other 
words, non-Muslims who were granted freedom of religion as long as they paid the Jizya 
tax.132 According to this law, poor people, children, the elderly, the disabled and the monks 
were exempted from this taxation policy.   
When Prophet Muhammad established his city in Arabia, he wrote his law for the city 
of Medina and did not separate minorities from the Muslim citizens. This constitution was the 
first written text regarding the law of human rights in Muslim history. In the official text, 
Muslims and Jews were accepted as two communities and respected their religious practices 
as people of the book.133 Qur’anic teaching clearly emphasized it in Sure al Tavba, that non-
Muslim can live under the Muslim rule on condition that they pay tax (Jizya) and will never 
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be forced to convert.134 In the Ottoman Empire, the treatment of the non-Muslim population 
was essentially based on the Islamic legal concept of granting protection to the Dhimmi, who 
in turn were expected to recognize the Islamic state as an authority, pay a special poll tax.  
While it provided them some legal guarantee, they remained as Dhimmi in the Ottoman 
society.135 However, Ottoman administration showed exceptional tolerance to them and other 
non-Muslims in history. For instance, in the 16th century, an Ottoman Muslim Scholar, 
Balizade Mustafa Effendi issued a religious decree, and said that, “it is not right to collect 
jizya tax from a Christian monk if he is living far from the society by himself” and the 
archival document shows the exceptional cases when jizya taxation is not imposed on some 
non-Muslim citizens in Ottoman era.136 For instance, after the conquest of Constantinople in 
1453, Sultan Mehmet decided to make the capital of Byzantium his own yet remained in 
Istanbul, and sent an order transferring “his own people and many of the Hebrews” to the 
city.137 The Ottoman Sürgün138 brought Turks from Aksaray into Anatolia, Armenians from 
Ankara, and Jews from Salonica to live in Constantinople in order to develop the socio-
cultural atmosphere in the city.139  
Another reason for Jewish movement was the mystical study and speculation among 
Jews for many centuries about the arrival of the expected Messiah. Originating in the 
Ottoman Empire was the study of Lurianic Kabbalah with its emphasis upon the messianic 
imperative. It was this religious doctrine - widely disseminated from one city to another 
province which allowed Shabbetai Tzvi’s messianic claims to gain a mass following.140 The 
loss of Constantinople to the Ottoman Turks in 1453 sparked further messianic hopes and 
movements among converso communities141 in Valencia and other Iberian towns.142 Some 
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conversos in Valencia, thinking more in millenarian than in practical terms, attempted to set 
sail for Ottoman territories.143  
Before Ottoman Sultan Mehmet II invited Jewish and Christian merchants to the city, 
he re-established the city with Turco-Islamic architecture.  The Ottomans made the city their 
new capital; they faced the challenge of restoring the symbol of Byzantine’s imperial power 
and civilization both economically and culturally.144 Jewish scholar Professor Lewis noted 
that: 
The Turks who entered Constantinople were not the simple barbarians depicted by some 
Western writers, but the heirs and carriers of an old and high civilization- that of classical 
Islam, to which they themselves had added a not inconsiderable contribution.145 
Ottoman Sultan Mehmet II followed the same understanding as a tradition and built a 
church for his stepmother Mara Hatun in Bozcaada.  This is in fact a similar approach to his 
predecessor, the Sultan of the Seljuk Empire, Giyaseddin Keyhûsrev II, who built a church in 
the palace for his Georgian wife, and even allowed her to stay with Christian nuns in the 
same house. The understanding of this tolerance helped everybody to live in peace under the 
Ottoman rule as citizens. From the religious perspective, Ottoman Sultans were able to stay 
moderately conservative because of their multicultural experiences throughout history. When 
Sultan Mehmet II conquered Istanbul in 1453, some religious leaders (Ulama) suggested that 
he force Christians to convert Islam if they wanted to stay under the Ottoman rule. Sultan 
Mehmet II replied, “what a foolish attitude to be more conservative than the founder of this 
religion" and refused this illogical idea.146 An Ottoman decree also emphasized that the 
Islamic faith does not prescribe forcing anyone to convert to Islam. Furthermore, whoever 
forces someone to convert to Islam, commits an illegal action according to the Ottoman Law 
which goes to court.147 
After the conquest of Istanbul, Jews in the Ottoman land as well as in the Balkans 
region, including Salonica received more facilities due to the new policy of Sultan Mehmet 
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II. Turkish traveler Evliya Celebi visited Greece, then part of the Ottoman Empire, and 
reported that there were eleven thousand Jewish families (approximately 77,000 people) 
living there, twice the local Greek population. Ottoman authorities sought to ensure and 
sustain public order and the payment of taxes by non-Muslims. The sixteenth - century 
Salonica Rabbi Joseph bin Leb explained how this worked: 
In Salonica, every (Jewish) man speaks his own native tongue. When the exiles arrived, each 
vernacular group founded an independent congregation, there being mobility from 
congregation to congregation. Each congregation maintains it’s poor; each congregation is 
entirely separate in the crown register. Thus each congregation appears to be an independent 
city.148 
Still, the remarkable role assumed by the Jews in Ottoman diplomacy has never been 
thoroughly researched. The first openings for governmental service, since the Muslim 
conquest of Spain, were in translating and diplomatic negotiating, two roles that were 
virtually indistinguishable. Given their proficiency in European languages, the Sephardic 
Jews excelled in their translation and were able to forge their ties with the Marranos there, 
and apparently sought opportunities to return to Iberia as representatives of Islamic merchants 
and rulers.149 That was due to the skills of Sephardic Jewish refugees. Unfortunately, this was 
not to last, as, in 1487, Sephardim Jews were exiled from Spain. 
2.2.3 The welcome of Sephardic Jews under Bayezit II 
In the fifteenth century, non-Christians faced a series of socio-political problems in 
Christian Europe. While the Christian communities had sectarian conflicts among themselves 
as Catholics and Protestants, they also condemned and persecuted Jews and Muslims in their 
states.   
At the time of the Fourth council of the Lateran, Christians adopted new decisions about 
Jews. According to these decisions, they did not allow Christians to marry into the Jewish 
community. Therefore, Christian authorities changed the rule against Jews in order to 
separate them from other denominations; this was considered more of an anti-Judaic 
approach than an anti-Semitic one. In this way, Jews were differentiated from other 
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minorities within society due to the type of clothes and different colour hats they wore.150 J. 
Michelet notes how inquisition courts treated Jews in Spain at the time:151 
It was not seen this type of horrible event after Albigeois Sultanate in Spain. Burning in fire, 
poverty, dying of hunger, got drowned in the sea and in a similar way of the massacre; about one 
million Jews were killed in last ten years. In Seville, many Jews were burned in ovens and smells 
of burning people were mixing up with their screening in the city. When inquisition courts 
implemented this action, they probably felt to do a holy obligation for their religion. 
As a result of decisions by fourth Council of the Lateran, Jews had to wear particular 
symbol which looked like flywheels in front of their clothes. The idea of having an emblem 
for Jews in Europe later inspired Adolf Hitler, who also ordered the use of the Star of David 
emblem in countries controlled by the Gestapo during the Second World War.   
In Spain, Jews were deported to avoid conflict between them and Catholics. This was 
achieved by placing Jews in separate suburbs in different cities in Spain, however, an 
inquisition court exiled them from the country thereafter.152According to Bertrand, there were 
various reasons for deportation in terms of the Catholic Church: Christian men were 
concerned about Crypto-Jews and Muslims and blamed them for calamities and evil in their 
homeland. Jews left behind financial resources when they were deported which the local 
government then used to pay expenses. Historian Fernand Braudel notes that the Spanish 
government actually tried to classify the population into different religious groupings in their 
country before deciding to deport Jews from Spain.153 
However, this statement may ring hollow, considering that Jews were citizens who lived 
in Spain for centuries. After having long established themselves in Spain, Jews or any other 
citizen cannot be treated as refugees anymore in their State, which also received tax from 
them as civilians. Basically, Jews were not guests of the country. The differential treatment of 
Jews for economic reasons would be a clear sign of discrimination against them.  Moreover, 
if they allowed the converted Jews to stay in Spain as Christians, that was clear evidence of 
the antagonistic approach towards Jewish people from a religious viewpoint.  
From a historical perspective, there were two reasons for the deportation of Jewish people 
from Spain. One of these was a lack of religious understanding and tolerance in the West in 
the Middle Ages. Anti-Semitism was born and developed in Europe. Especially in the Middle 
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Ages in Europe, there was no sign of tolerance towards other religious denominations in the 
Christian world. Vatican used to interfere in the lives of people, but not only in their religious 
life, but also within social relationships in the country. The Catholic Church did not allow 
Christians to build substantial positive relations with the Jewish community. Furthermore, the 
Catholic Church issued many religious decrees in order to make manifest its strict way of 
thinking which did not show tolerance towards other religions or even other movement of 
Christianity. Therefore, after the deportation of Jews and Muslims from Spain, the Catholic 
Church began fighting with other movement of Christianity in Western Society, which 
caused wars over several years in the Christian World. Another reason for deportation of 
Jews was to remove Jews from Spain and Portuguese for their economic opportunities.154 
In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, there were some important letters regarding Jews 
in Europe and in Ottoman lands. These correspondences highlight the historical subjects on 
Jewish life in Western World. The following correspondence is from the Jewish community 
in Arles to the Jewish community in Istanbul. 
Respected Jews,  
Shalom 
You must know that the king of the French publicly informed all Jews to leave the country or 
stay on the condition that they convert to Christianity. Local authorities in Arles, (Aix 
Marseille) plan to occupy our own properties and also treated us by death.  By the cruel rulers 
in the Government, they destroyed our synagogues and treated us badly.  We are kindly 
asking you what to do according to Law of Moses. Please urgently inform us. 
Chief Rabbi of Chammore Arles Jews - 13 Schevath, 1489 P. 61 
Response: Dear brothers of Moses,  
We have received your letter 21 December of 1489 that you mentioned your difficulty 
and living under the great pressure of Christian rulers. We invite you to live on the 
Ottoman soil.155 
As seen above, the Jews in Europe were living in dire conditions in the fifteen 
century. Since they had low credibility across different states, they could not find a state for 
themselves despite all their attempts.  
In response, Sultan Bayezit II convened the State Council to discuss the matter and 
issued a decree to to send a fleet to the Mediterranean Sea, after which the Ottoman fleet 
                                                          
154 Ibid. p.60. 




sailed off for the campaign against Spain in 1487 under the command of Kemal Reis. 156 His 
decision was based on the Qur’an, 157 and Turkish authorities recognized Jews and Christians 
as having religious freedom. 158 Thus, the Ottoman State waged war against the kingdoms of 
Castillo, Aragon, Naples, Granada and Sicily. After the first voyage to northern Italy, Kemal 
Reis reached the Spanish waters and recaptured Malaga. Unfortunately, the Ottoman fleet 
also had to deal with the Tunisian Hafsi Sultanate. In 1492, Granada surrendered and thus the 
sovereignty of Islam ended in Andalusia. The Ottoman State transported more than three 
hundred thousand Muslims who were on their way to Morocco and Algeria.159  
An Ottoman intellectual of the nineteenth century, Namik Kemal summarized the fall 
of Andalusia as follows: 
When the Spanish took Granada (1487) they burned people to convert them to Christianity by 
force. When Ottomans conquered Istanbul, they granted the followers of every religion 
complete religious freedom to practice their beliefs.160 
On the other hand, the Spanish issued orders for more than three thousand Jews to 
choose between death and conversion to Catholicism. In the same period, the Ottoman 
Empire had attacked Spain 23 times with their fleet under the command of Kemal Reis, as a 
result of the Andalusian incident.161 Then, the Jews were welcomed in the Ottoman territory 
and they settled with the Dhimmi status.  According to the Islamic law, non-Muslims who 
made peace with Muslims and accepted the sovereignty of the Islamic state were Dhimmi, all 
of whom were treated equally by the Sharia law regardless of color, language, or race 
including Jews162 
The Jews settled in Anatolia in certain regions of Ottoman territory, Edirne, Agriboz, 
and Tirhala. The book of land registration of Edirne city (Tahrir Defteri) which had been 
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drafted in 925/ 1519 at the decree of the Sultan Selim is evidence of these settlements. Page 
40 of this book contains the names of the heads of the Jewish families under the title 
“Jamaati Ispanya", the congregation of Spain, who had been deported from there. During the 
reign of the Sultan Selim I, son of Bayezit II, the Jews were treated fairly under the Ottoman 
sovereignty.163 These Sephardic Jews settled in the Ottoman territory, and some of them such 
as Dona Gracie Mendes and her nephew Don Joseph Nasi became the most important 
merchants who contributed to the Ottoman international trade.164 
According to the Ottoman constitution, The Jews who came from the West (maghrib) 
would pay jizya tax, just like in the Seljuk Empire, and each of them would pay twenty-five 
akces ispence (Ottoman pound).165 According to Lewis, there were many synagogues in 
Damascus in the 1560s, and these were protected by the Ottoman Empire.166 They developed 
expertise in certain fields in the Ottoman society and contributed to scholarship and 
economical life. For instance, Findley notes that “the Turks owed one of their best-loved 
carpet designs to Sephardic refugees who had brought it from their lost Iberian homeland”.167 
Indeed, carpets were sometimes used as curtains before the Torah ark in synagogues.   
The emerging powers of the Atlantic Seaboard began to dominate trade and encroached 
upon the economy of the Ottoman Empire that proved to be ill-prepared to face the onslaught.  
This change did not remain unnoticed by Ottoman observers as early as 1625, a certain Omer 
Talip wrote:  
Now the Europeans have learnt to know the whole world, they send their ships everywhere and 
seize important ports.  Formerly the goods of Indian, Sind, and China used to come to Suez and 
were distributed by Muslims to all the world but now these goods are carried on Porterhouse, 
Dutch, and English ships to Frangistan, and are spread all over the world from there.  What they 
do not need themselves they bring to Istanbul and other Islamic lands and sell it for five times the 
prices.168 
As other non-Muslims, the Ottoman Jews also had certain rights in the Ottoman life. In 
the Ottoman Empire, at some point, people had had higher citizen rights than other religious 
denominations. Moreover, in order to preserve the identity of all religious communities in the 
country, they used different dress codes according to their religious identity. Sultan Murat ll. 
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ordered the issue of an imperial decree to prepare different dress codes for Jews.169 For 
instance, an imperial decree was issued for non-Muslims, and noted that non-Muslims in the 
country were not allowed to ride a horse in the city among Muslims and should use certain 
color and fabric in order to differentiate themselves from other religious denominations.170 It 
was said that this implementation was not aimed at insulting or discriminating against other 
religious groups. Instead, religious differences were regarded as one of the values of a 
multicultural society, which was accepted by those who used to pay the non-Muslim tax 
(Jizya) thereby avoiding military service. This constitutional implementation was accepted by 
non-Muslims. Some religious chiefs such as Rabbi or priests complained about certain people 
in their community when they did not follow the principles according to the law.  
Another Ottoman archival document illustrates that some rabbis came to the general 
secretary of the State in order to submit letters of complaint (Şikayetname) about some Jews 
in their congregation, who disobeyed the law and wore different clothes on the streets of 
Istanbul.171 The implementation of the dress code was also used in Europe as a State law. 
However, due to anti-Semitic approaches towards Jewish communities in the Western world, 
the dress code was only restricted to Jewish People. This compulsory rule in the West was 
not only-discriminatory towards Jewish societies but was aimed to insult Jews in Europe. 
Unlike Europe, the compulsory dress codes were imposed on all communities in the Ottoman 
State.172  
Few decades later, in the middle of sixteenth century, Sephardic Jews from the 
Ottoman Empire travelled to Europe to inform Jewish refugees, who were suffering due to 
their religious identity, that they could settle in the Ottoman territory.173 One of the promient 
Sephardic figure Isaac Zarfati, sent a communique to the Jews in Germany and Hungary 
inviting his co-religionists to immigrate to Turkey. The letter extolled the qualities of the 
Ottoman state: “Turkey is a land in which nothing is lacking. If you wish, all can go well with 
you. Through Turkey, you can safely reach the Holy land. Here everyone may sit under his 
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own vine and fig tree.”174 Jews belonged to communities that were originally dispersed in 
Muslim countries, some of whom were still under Muslim rule.175 
  Contemporary Turkish Jew Naim Guleryuz has written that several Jewish 
commanders and generals worked in the Ottoman Army, which indicates that Sephardic Jews 
were integrated in Ottoman society. Guleryuz also illustrated the contribution they made and 
their role in Ottoman army. Isaac Molho Pasha was one of those Ottoman Jews who served in 
Ottoman army in the nineteenth century.176 
All the Ottoman Sultans were Muslims but not all governors of provinces (Wilayat) 
were Muslims. Some of them were Christian, but there were even Buddhist and Brahman 
governors who were in charge to operate their provinces which also show the Ottoman 
tolerance towards to the non-Muslim citizens and their leadership in the Ottoman territory, 
even the state was ruled by Islamic Law. 177  
This mosaic structure of the Ottoman Empire should have amazed British Consul 
Ricaut to make him say that “we have to take notice of how Turks respect other 
denominations in the state that’s an admirable attitude towards others which we must 
consider for ourselves as Christians.”178 Similarly, some archival documents highlight the 
religious situation regarding the Ottoman approach towards minorities and other religious 
groups in Turkey. According to an archival source, Chief Priest Tudor embraced Islam by his 
decision and became Muslim.179 However, another Ottoman archival document highlights an 
interesting fact that a young Christian girl, Sofia’s conversion to Islam was not found suitable 
because, she was only seventeen, a teenager, and hence might have taken the decision under 
her environment’s influence.180 During the process of conversion, the names were registered 
as "new muslimeyn or adet-i nev muslimeyn", meaning the person who recently embraced 
Islam.181 According to an archival document, a Christian priest went to the Ottoman Palace 
with his brother and wanted to phrase the name of Allah in order to convert to Islam. He took 
the Muslim name of Mehmet, and his brother took the name of Ahmad. He was awarded an 
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official job, Tımar, with three thousand pounds (3000 akçe) salary per year."182 Ottoman 
Turks provided a pleasant atmosphere within society with regard to substantial tolerance for 
other religious communities. These circumstances encouraged some to convert to Islam.183  
Ottoman Sultans considered donations as a religious charity to gain the blessing of 
God.184 Therefore, they offered a paid salary to converted people and even donated new 
Islamic clothes called “destar bahâ” or “yaşmak bahâ” that indicates the application of 
Islamic tradition in the Ottoman palace to them.185 For instance, English statesman, governor 
of Prezi in Malta had received a salary from the Ottoman Empire because of his conversion to 
Islam. Undoubtedly, these rules were established based on Turkish tradition and Qur’anic 
teachings, but also the lifestyle of Prophet Muhammad called Sunnah.  Prophet Muhammad 
said that “all children were born as Muslim but later become a Jew, Mecusi186 or Nasrani187 
by the teaching of their parents."188   From an Islamic perspective, conversion to Islam from 
any other religions is theorized through this saying of Prophet Muhammad.   
Jewish statesmen in the Ottoman palace were also noticeable. However, only some of 
them converted to Islam like great scholar Abdusselamel Muhtedi (Ilyas bin Abraham al 
Yehuda) who ran away from Andalusia and later became Muslim. His well-known book, Al 
Risalet'ûl Hadiye was written in order to rectify misunderstood beliefs in non-Muslim society 
about Islam and defend the Qur’an in order to emphasize Muhammad’s prophethood.189 
In this regard, other Jewish scholars Đbrahim Muteferrika and chief teacher Isaac 
Effendi, Nuh bin Abdulmennan, Hungarian Abdullah Bey were well-known Jewish historical 
figures in Ottoman time.190 Similarly, many scholars and statesmen served in the Ottoman 
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Empire as Christian or Jew, but a number of them also embraced Islam like Mahmud Pasha, 
Sokullu Mehmet Pasha, and Kemankes Mustafa and Koprulu family.191  
Elijah Capsali of Candia believed that the Ottoman conquest of Rhodes Island was 
part of the messianic drama leading to redemption. 192 To him, the Sultan seemed to be a 
messianic figure. Thereupon, a poem was written in honor of the Ottoman victory. Historian 
Baer emphasized that the Jews in Rhodes rejoiced about Ottoman victory. They rushed to the 
synagogue and prayed there openly for the first time.193 During his tenure in Rhodes his 
community along with much of the Jewish community was shaken by the Shabbetai Tzvi 
movement. As Rhodes was not far from Izmir, Jews from the island probably travelled to the 
Messiah, Shabbetai Tzvi’s native city.194 
In the face of a crusading Christian Europe, Ottoman-Jewish religious relations led to 
sentiments of solidarity and cooperation between European Jews and the Ottomans. The 
Turks and Jews’ lived experiences within the same territory provided fertile ground for 
friendship and solidarity.195 As Angel stated,  
The Turkish State tradition of Central Asia favoured those subjects who could provide skill 
and capital to the empire. Finally, Islam's constitutional dime law provided the religious 
minorities with strict guarantees for their lives, property, and freedom of religion. All these 
made it possible for the Jews of Europe to immigrate, settle, and develop prosperous Jewish 
communities in the Ottoman Empire.196  
The largest numbers of Iberian Jewish exiles found their way across the 
Mediterranean by the way of Italy to Ottoman Empire, where they were permitted to settle 
and practice their Judaism openly. These Iberian Jews became the most demographically 
significant Jewish immigrant community in the Ottoman Empire.197 They were easily 
‘ottomanized’ in the public-sphere, which does imply that they entirely assimilated Ottoman 
ways, but rather that they became socially integrated with a sense of national identity, while 
retaining their religious distinctiveness. For instance, a Ladino journal condemns women's 
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singing in cafes on Sabbath Day. During the late Ottoman era, some Jewish women and girls 
became public singers - in violation of Talmudic injunction - out of economic necessity. The 
fact was that they sang on the Sabbath and sought profit for their performances, was thereby 
perceived as a desecration the Jews’ day of rest.198 
A publication entitled Sephardi lives informs us about Sephardic Jews in Ottoman 
lands, stating that “Europe began where the Turkish Empire had once ended. Most of the 
Sephardic Jews still live there and had always been good for them under the Turks.199  
2.2.5 Religious links between the Abrahamic religions 
The three faiths within Abrahamic religions, namely Judaism, Christianity, and Islam 
are theologically interlinked. These faiths hold that there is one God (Creator) and that all 
creatures are mortal in this life. This religious view is apparent in the Ottoman Muslim and 
non-Muslim graveyards (including Sabbateans) where mention is made of the second life of 
human beings after their death on the historical tombstones.200 Also mentioned earlier, the 
Qur’an emphasises the links between the three faiths in Surah Al-Baqarah, stating that they 
are people of the book. From this standpoint, the Messiahs in Judaism and Christianity are 
also given similar status in Islam. The prophets of Islam begin with Adam and include Noah, 
Abraham, as far as Jesus.201  
In terms of ancestral history, Jews can trace their lineage back to Abraham through 
his son Isaac, while the Arabs see themselves as descendants of Abraham’s other son, Ismail. 
Hence these similarities between Christians and Jews as Zimmah (people of the book) cause 
religious tolerance across faith in Muslim society. Therefore, God is seen as the maker of this 
religion and Adam as the first person on earth and the first Muslim, according to Islam. The 
great prophet Abraham is referred to as a Muslim in the Qur’an.202 It is stated in the Qur’an, 
“we believe in the revelation made by Allah to Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob, Mosses, 
Jesus and all Prophets and we make no distinction between any of them”.203 This evidence 
clearly shows that these Prophets were carrying the same message from God, the message of 
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Islam as well, which means peace and piety. Therefore, throughout history, Muslim rulers 
were tolerant of other religions like the Seljuk Empire in Mesopotamia, the Ottoman Empire 
in Anatolia and Eastern Europe, and the Umayyad Empire in Spain.  
One reason for the tolerance of Islam was that it was an established religion in the 
region. Hence, Muslims did not feel threatened by those from other religious denominations, 
allowing them to act in a sympathetic manner with individuals from other communities.  
After the death of Prophet Muhammad, his followers travelled to North Africa, then 
Spain and through the Middle East towards India in order to spread his message.204 Although 
for Muslims the Prophet is the perfect person,205 he is not divine. Mohammedanism cannot 
offer the full picture of Islam theologically, though in Western literature, Mohammedanism 
and Islam have been used interchangeably.   
For the West, the link between Muhammad and Mohammedanism corresponded to 
similar links made between Christ and Christianity, Buddha and Buddhism, both figures seen 
by their followers as divine or semi-divine. However, the name of Islam is not associated 
with the founder of the religious faith, nor a specific region. Unlike Islam, the term Hinduism 
derives its name from the Indus valley, Judaism derives its name from the territory Judea.  
Despite these differences, there are a number of important similarities between Islam and 
Judaism.206 When the Qur’an and Torah are analyzed by scholars, one notes similarities in 
rules, this is because the Qur’an clearly states that Torah and Bible were the previous holy 
scripts which were not updated and therefore God sent Qur’an. In this sense, from an Islamic 
point of view, Judaism and Christianity are the predecessors of the religion of Islam. 
Therefore, as mentioned above, numerous similarities exist in these three religions. For 
instance, three times a year, Jews were recommended to make a pilgrimage to Jerusalem. 
Once a year, Muslims are recommended to make a pilgrimage to Mecca. Muslims purify their 
body with water before going on hajj. Jews also purify their body with water before going on 
pilgrimage. During the pilgrimage, Muslims circle the Kaaba seven times anti-clockwise. 
Jews circle the holy temple seven times anti-clockwise as well. During the pilgrimage, 
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Muslims are expected to offer certain animals as a Qurban (slaughtering of an animal as 
sacrifice).   
Similarly, as part of the pilgrimage, Jews are required to offer certain animals as 
sacrifice. The Muslims sought to conform to the Sharia law,207 and accepted the conventions 
of Ahlul Sunna and that of the Halacha208 of orthodox Judaism. In this sense, Turks 
interpreted Judaism, Christianity, and Islam as the compliance to similar customs that would 
help increase understanding across the three Abrahamic faiths.209 As previously mentioned, 
with this understanding, one of the Sultans in Khazar Empire accepted three religions of 
Đslam Christianity, Judaism, and performed his religious ritual on Friday, Saturday, and 
Sunday.  
The similarities between Christianity and Islam are remarkably visible in both 
religions. From the religious perspective, Christianity was also a faith close to Khazar Sultans 
because Jesus spread the message that there is one God, as mentioned in Deut.210 The Qur’an 
also imparted the same message in particular verses.211 In terms of social practices, the 
consumption of pork was not permissible according to Jesus, as stated in Leviticus.212 
Muslims held a similar belief based on the teachings of the Qur’an.213 Another practice is that 
of greeting. In the Bible, in John 20:21 Jesus is said to greet with “Peace be with you!” which 
does not differ from the Muslim greeting “as salaamu alaikum”.214 Some religious phrases 
like Jesus used, for example “God willing” is similar to the Muslim phrase inshallah that is 
also emphasised in the Qur’an.215 In terms of religious practices, Jesus showed the 
importance to cleanliness, washed his hands and feet before particular religious rituals like 
Muslims do.216 In the same vein, like Jesus’ mother Maryam, Muslim women cover their 
bodies and use the hijab which is found in both religious traditions.217 Fasting obligation is 
also bequeathed by Jesus to his followers, and likewise is regarded as one of the five pillars 
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of the religion of Islam.218 Circumcision is another important ritual which Jesus did and 
bequeathed to Muslims.219 In terms of terminology, the Aramaic word Elah referring to God 
in Judaism and also used by Jesus, is similar to the Islamic word Allah for the Creator. 220 
Namely, the Islamic tradition accepts Christianity and Judaism as its predecessors, but 
identifies Islam as the last divine religion in the world.221 The relationships between Jews and 
Muslims have been understandably pleasant from the time of the Prophet Muhammad up 
until late nineteenth century. One of Prophet Muhammad’s wives was of Jewish origin, 
Safiya, and had always been loyal to Muhammad until his death. This is an example of 
tolerance towards the Jews in the Islamic world. Certainly, with the same understanding, 
Khazar Jews observed Christianity and Islam, which is a bit different from Israeli Jews’ 
religious perspective.  
In most of the literature, the term Yehudi is a translation of the Yahudah tribe, which 
refers to the Jewish community. 222 In this regard, the literal translation of Jew would be a 
person from the Yahudah tribe, but the term Jew has come to mean a sect of people who 
follow Judaism. When Prophet Muhammad declared his Prophethood, Jews were living in 
Fedeq, Vadil Kura, Tayma, and Taif as a separate congregation.223 In the first years of his 
prophethood, as a conqueror of the city of Medina, Muhammad negotiated with Jews based 
on Qur’anic law. 224 Under these circumstances, Jews agreed to live in Medina on condition 
that they would pay tax to the Muslim government.225 The relations between Muslims and 
Jews were reflected in the treaty which the Prophet made with them in Medina. The first of 
its kind, it allowed Jews free trade, free travel, and freedom of thought and expression. The 
Jews insisted that the Prophet must not sign the treaty as the prophet of God, but sign the 
treaty as the son of Abdullah. Indeed the Qur’an makes great strides to emphasize that 
Christians and Jews are the people of the book and must be treated with respect.  
It is clearly stated in the Qur’an, “dispute not with the people of the book save in the 
fairer manner, except for those of them that do wrong; and say, 'we believed in what has been 
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sent down to us, and what has been sent down to you; our God and our God is one, and to 
Him we have surrendered'”.226 This verse in the Qur’an is actually embraced by all believers 
in Jewish and Christian societies as people of the book. In the Hayber War, Safiya's husband 
died on the battlefield and Safiya was captured as a war prisoner. However, when Prophet 
Muhammad offered that she either be his wife or slave (servant) for the state, she chose to 
marry him and become his wife. This resulted in closer relations with the Jews. 227 These 
Islamic principles also affected some Jews and Christians and caused conversion to Islam.  
At the time of Prophet Muhammad, a well-known Jewish Rabbi of the Banu Qaynuqa 
tribe, Abdullah ibn Salam embraced Islam in Medina around 630 AD. He was regarded as the 
first Muslim that was promised Paradise while he was still alive.228 Such events created 
sympathy and tolerance for other people of the book by Muslim rulers after the death of 
Prophet Muhammad. 
For instance, in 640 AD, Caliph Omar, conquered Alexander (Iskenderiyye) and 
rescued the lives of 45000 Jews from the Roman Empire. Jews lived under the Muslim rule in 
peace for centuries.229 Caliph Omar protected the rights of Jews as Zimmah.230After they 
defeated the commander of the Roman Empire, Kartaca Hannibal occupied the territory and 
mistreated Jews. These horrifying events were considered as a calamity for Jews and gave 
rise to messianic expectation. 231 
Then, in the Roman Era, the Jews were again persecuted by the Roman Empire. 
According to Bowman, the rule of Roman Empire made the Jews fall back upon their 
messianic dreams.232 He stated that,  
The near total fragmentation of the Empire divided the Byzantine Jewry into the restricted 
enclaves of Constantinople and her hinterland, as well as Trabzon and Edirne cities.  
Bowman states that no Jews, as far as we know, fought in the Ottoman army however this is 
not an accurate statement.233   
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When Christianity became the main religion in the Roman Empire, the persecution of 
Jews was the part of the public policy of the state.234 Therefore, while Jews were suffering in 
Europe because of Anti-Semitic mentality, some of them chose to live under Turkish rule. In 
this respect, in 1394, as a result of anti-Semitic events against Jews in France, Ottoman Rabbi 
(Hahambaṣı) Isaak Sarafati called Jews to Turkey “from the shadow of the cross to the 
shadow of crescent”.235 When the Ottoman Sultan, Murad I, captured the city of Ohrid in 
1361, he found two Jewish communities welcoming him as a liberator, since they knew that 
the Turks did not harbor the anti-Semitic attitude of the Byzantines.236  
2.2.4 Ottoman Approach towards Christians and Jews  
           As far as understood from the primary sources, the Ottoman Empire always cared 
about social rights for minority groups. Therefore, many nations in different faiths managed 
to live in the same country for centuries.237  
Social problems within the Jewish community, and Ottoman approaches must be 
examined to better understand Jewish life in the Turkish society. Ottoman Law regulated the 
social life of Muslims and non-Muslims in the Ottoman land. Despite religious differences, 
Ottoman authorities advised Christian and Jewish citizens about private life in their 
community. An interesting archival record highlights the matter, by referring to an imperial 
decree that was issued for avoiding abortion among all the minority groups including Greeks, 
Armenians, Jews, Sabbateans, but did not exclude the majority group, Muslims.238 
Sometimes social matters between Christian and Jews produced new cases for the Ottoman 
authorities. Due to inter-religious marriages, there were some disputes between Christian and 
Jewish communities in the Ottoman times. For instance, a court case was regarding an 
Ottoman Jew and his marriage to an Australian Christian lady that caused a dispute in his 
Jewish congregation.239 Another archival document is very important for the understanding of 
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human rights in the Ottoman Empire. This decree was to resolve a social issue for Jewish 
people because the regular day of city market (bazaar), Saturday, was a religious holiday, 
Sabbath for all Jews. Therefore, Jewish people requested that the day of the public market in 
Manastır city be changed. The Manastir Municipality responded favourably and offered them 
another day, Monday or Thursday in the week. Thereupon, Ottoman decree was issued by the 
Ottoman Sultan for Jewish in order to change the day of public market.240  
However, sometimes Ottoman Jews was subjected to unfair treatment by radical 
Muslims in the Ottoman society. Still, due to an equitable legal system, minorities were 
always protected by the constitution. In a suburb of Izmir city, the Ottoman judge sent an 
official warning to the Mayor of Bergama in order to stop him from forcing Jewish people to 
convert to Islam.241 This document shows that from time to time, some Muslims might not 
have been tolerant towards those who belonged to different religious denominations; yet the 
State intervened to mete out justice.  
Due to the multicultural and religious structures of the Ottoman Empire, Christian, 
Jewish and Muslim people lived in the same surroundings for centuries. However, there was 
always hidden antagonism between Jews and Christians that dates back to the cruxification of 
Jesus by the orthodox Jews. According to an archival document, an Ottoman Greek linked the 
the kidnapping and murder of a Christian child in Syria to the Blood libel during the Jewish 
Passover.242An imperial decree was then issued taking measures to find out the murdered 
Christian child in Fener suburb in Istanbul. The Ottoman Greek blamed Jews for killing the 
child.243 This allegation was found to be false.  
Similarly, in Izmir, Christian community blamed a Jew for murdering a French man. 
Therefore Christian unfairly put pressure on Jews, and thereupon, the Ottoman judge made a 
statement to stop this wave of suspicion and accusation for social welfare.244 Equal treatment 
of minorities in the Empire was not only for Jews but also for other groupings as well. Once, 
a letter of complaint was produced by Jews and Muslims, who did not want to allow an 
Armenian man, Kalus, to open his butchery shop in Ortaköy suburb in Istanbul. However, 
Ottoman authorities ruled in favour of the Armenian.245 According to an Ottoman archival 
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document, the Armenian shopkeeper won the case against Muslims and Jews. This illustrates 
the fairness of the Ottoman Judicial system and the equal treatment of minorities in the 
Ottoman Empire.  
Another issue in the Ottoman society for Jews was the blood libel during the 
celebration of Passover. According to the Jewish custom, on the Passover day, half an 
unleavened bread (matzo), called an Afikoman is hidden, and the child who finds it is entitled 
to ask for an expensive present in return for it.246 This custom was misinterpreted by 
Christian World and became a terrible day to blame Jews. Thus this custom began to call 
Blood libel by Christian world for the accusation that Jews kidnapped and murdered the 
children of Christians in order to use their blood as part of their religious ritual during Jewish 
holidays. There were more court cases about Jewish people in Ottoman State.  In one 
document, Ottoman judge ordered to confiscate illegal books which were sold by the 
daughter of Sarıoğlu Penayot, Greek Christian lady Mariam, who promoted anti-Semitic 
books against Jewish citizen.247 
Similarly, the Ottoman Imperial decree was issued for confiscating some illegal books 
which were written in Greek language and delivered to people by an Ottoman Greek 
Zavniyos Isaac who has antagonistic approaches towards Jews.248 However, sometimes 
conservative Muslims in the Ottoman society also challenged Jewish people due to the 
misinterpretation of the Jewish religion. The murder of a Muslim child in Plevne city was 
interpreted as a blood libel issue and some Jews were arrested for this case. With the 
guidance of chief Rabbi, despite objections from Muslims, the Ottoman judge released the 
suspects due to lack of evidence.249 Some conservative Muslims in Cuma Pazarı attacked 
Jewish shops during that time. For this reason, suspects were also arrested and taken to court 
for judgment.250  
Jews struggled in other countries, and therefore their migration to the Ottoman land 
became an important subject matter in Jewish history. For example, in Russia, Jews suffered 
at the hands of Russian authorities. Due to the persecution of some Jews, they requested a 
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place to stay in Syria.251 Another archival record also provides crucial information regarding 
helping Jewish refugees who were treated inhumanely by the Russians and who therefore 
emigrated from Belarus to the Ottoman province of Moldavia.252 According to an Ottoman 
archival document, 28 Russian Jewish refugees migrated to Haifa and requested Ottoman 
citizenship.253 Inhumane treatment towards Jews not only took place in Russia but also in 
Iran. Jewish refugees from Persia migrated to Gevara and request Ottoman citizenship from 
the Ottoman Foreign Affairs.254 
On the other side, some antagonistic attitudes against Jews appeared in Bulgarian 
society. According to an archival record, an Ottoman commander informed Ottoman 
authorities about the conflicts in Lobniçe to find a resolution.255 In this regard, some Jews 
were also ill-treated by Serbians in Belgrade and around the villages.256 Some documents 
offer details about violence against Jews in Albania. In this document, Jewish merchants 
were robbed and killed in between Silivri and Lofça but robbers were eventually arrested by 
Ottoman authorities.257 
2.2.5 The Turkish image in the Western world 
When the Ottoman Empire rescued the Jews from Spain and Portugal, the Jews saw 
the Turks as redeemers, but the West increasingly saw them as a “terrible” enemy.258 The 
'Turkish Problem' was regarded fundamentally as a clash of religions, even though 
throughout the sixteenth century the rhetoric of the crusades faded and was replaced by the 
recognition of the Ottoman Empire as a mere political force. Therefore, Ottoman image was 
not very pleasant in Christian eyes in medieval Europe: 
If there be any men that earnestly do not consider miseries and calamities of Christian people 
let them reader this late treatise wherein they shall perceive how might Mahummetes 
superstitious impieties hathe prevayled, how ample regions the Christians have lost in what 
bondage thy olive and where unto that base and ugly nation, Turks have increased through 
our sins.259 
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The hostility and anxiety expressed towards the Ottoman Empire and society were 
basically presented as an issue around the incompatibility of different belief systems. 
Throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the two camps in the conflict were 
considered to be the Muslims and the Christians. According to Henry Marsh, there were two 
powers in the world, the Turks and the Christians.260 He states that as follows: 
It hath been the happy fortune of the Turk to be accounted barbarous and ignorant: for upon 
this persuasion Christian Princes have laid themselves open and unguarded to their greatest 
danger; contending together for one Palm of land while this puissant Enemy hath made 
himself master of whole provinces and largely shared in the rich and pleasant possessions of 
Europe.261 
Contrary to above statements, according to Blount, the Turkish character is friendly, 
generous, honest and loving, and Turks are far from breaking their promises.262Thevenot 
points out their virtues and vices, among the virtues he observes that Turks are zealous for 
their religion, they do not have quarrels amongst themselves and duels are not known to 
them, they are loyal to their Prince, they never play for money, and they are temperate and 
moderate people.263As for the vices of the Turks, he remarks that they are proud, and esteem 
themselves above all other nations, they are sodomites, they are covetous, they despise all 
other nations such as Christians and Jewish, and they do not improve sciences.264 Thevenot 
also argues that Christians and Jews corrupt virtues of the Turks. He emphasized how Turks 
are known in his environment as below: 
In Christendom many think that Turks are Devil, Barbarous and men of no faith and honesty, 
but such as know them, and have conversed with them have a far different opinion for it is 
certain the Turks are good people and observe very that command of nature not to do others 
but what we would have others to do us.265 
Additionally, the strangest portrayal of the cleanliness of the Turks was perhaps made by 
Grelot who stated that there was no other nation that valued cleanliness more than Ottoman 
or Muslims. “Turks bath themselves almost every day, their brains are thereby so over 
moistened that they are generally troubled with a continual Rheume in their eyes. The same 
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cleanliness for the public buildings especially near the mosques, they build a great number of 
public necessity houses (washrooms)."266  According to Abercromby and many others, the 
Turks had the ambition to destroy Christianity and they were now the most powerful nation 
in Europe.267 He stated that people must pray ardently to God that he will open the eyes of the 
Turks that they do not live by their superstition and obey the sure and true path of the 
Christian religion.268 This negative Western view towards Turks played a crucial role in terms 
of shaping a general idea of the Ottoman Empire in Europe. Therefore, while the West 
developed a negative idea on Turkish image, the exiled Jews showed gratitude and supported 
the Ottoman State.269 One of those Jewish families was that of Shabbetai Tzvi, who moved to 
Đzmir in the 1490s, where the Karaim Jewish community was already present.270   
2.2.6 Turkish-Jewish relations at the time of Shabbetai Tzvi  
  Shabbetai Tzvi was born in the seventeenth century, and at that time, Ottoman Jews 
lived in good condition under the Ottoman rule from Đzmir to Albania as far as Egypt, 
wherever the Ottoman administration systems had been established. Presumably, therefore 
first Jewish book in history was published in the reign of ĐV Mehmet who was the Sultan of 
the Empire at the time when Shabbetai Tzvi was declared his messiahship. Freedom of 
thought was well-established in Ottoman society in comparison to Western World. Spanish 
Jews migrated to Near East when they exiled from Spain 1492. Mostly Istanbul, Đzmir, and 
Salonica were the center cities of Jews in Ottoman Era.271  
While Ottoman Jews lived in welfare under the Ottoman rule, Jews in the Western 
World were facing antisemitic approaches from the Catholic Church. These centuries might 
be characterized by rising Christian anti-Semitism invented in Western World.  For instance, 
in the 16th and 17th centuries, Christian Europe’s reorganization of the law resulted in a 
number of trials on charges of heresy. Galileo’s statement that the Sun does not revolve 
around the earth was regarded as heretical by the church and state. This fanaticism not only 
negatively affected such philosophers, but also prevented other religious communities like the 
Jews to continue residing in Europe.  
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Similarly, as mentioned earlier, it is a well-known historical event in the history of the 
Jews, that after the Alhambra decree, Jews were forced to immigrate to other countries - 
mostly onto Ottoman soil - in 1492. Spanish Jews moved to Salonica, Istanbul, and Izmir and 
settled in the Ottoman territory. In fact, there were already the Romaniote Jews who were old 
Greek speaking people, who lived under the Byzantine rule and Arabic-speaking Jews known 
as the Mizrahhiyyim who lived in southern Anatolia at around Iraq. Namely these Jewish 
communiteis such as the Ashkenazi and also Sephardic Jews found a sanctuary in Anatolia 
after the Ottoman conquest. However, Rabbani Jews were the most intensive Jews in 
Ottoman society and divided four groups as Ashkenazi, Sephardim, Romaniote and 
Mustaries.272 Besides this, all these different Jewish people followed their own cultures, 
languages and traditional customs under the Ottoman rule.273  
After a while, other Jewish groups such as Marranos and Ashkenazi migrated to Asia 
Minor to save their lives. Shabbetai Tzvi's ancestors also moved to Izmir, escaping Western 
hostility to find refuge in Ottoman lands. They lived in peace under the Ottoman rule and 
became Ottoman citizens classified as non-Muslim, basically given the Zimmah status. An 
Ottoman Rabbi described Ottoman lands as a heaven on earth while calling his co- 
religionists to move to Anatolia. Under these circumstances, Shabbetai Tzvi grew up and had 
the opportunity to observe the suffering of his co-religionists in the world. Therefore, the 
emergence of Shabbetai Tzvi’s movement in Đzmir and its surroundings, to all Ottoman 
territories as far as Europe, is not actually a coincidence in history.   
In 1667, the Pınarbaşı suburb became the main center for Shabbetai Tzvi.274 During 
this period and even later, Ottoman official records indicate that the term Yehudi was used 
until the nineteenth century but after that Ottomans used the Musevi term in formal 
correspondences to express more of a religious in society.275 It is because, by the nineteenth 
century, Ottoman Jews preferred to call themselves as Musevi rather than Yahudi because 
they lost much prestige in the Ottoman society after the Sabbatean movement in 1666. For 
this reason, in an attempt to seek a new and positive social identity, they ended up calling 
themselves Musevi, referring to themselves as the believers of Moses, rather than stating that 
their Jewish identity.276 At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the Ottoman 
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administration was officially appointed the first Karay religious leader and recognized him as 
the head of his congregation. After this, the chief of Karaim congregation began to use an 
official stamp for his religious affairs.  Karaim Jews separated their religious temples from 
other Jewish synagogues. They were registered in a different census book as a separate 
community, and orthodox Jews did not interfere in their religious rituals.277  
Jewish communities in places such as Istanbul, Salonica, or Izmir experienced a 
process of insightful cultural and political transformation that improved the substance of their 
cultural identities and the economic circumtances of Jewish lives.278 How does one account 
for the energetic dominance of Sephardic, Judea-Spanish culture in Ottoman Jewry? The 
expulsion from Spain and the exodus of Jews after the forced conversions in Portugal in the 
sixteen century coincided with the great expansion of the Ottoman Empire from a regional 
power to a world empire.279  
In terms of mercantile relations, the Jews in Izmir played a crucial role to develop 
remarkable links with other coastal countries such as Italy and France but also Ottoman states 
like Egypt and Syria. As such, the Izmir harbor was importantly active in the seventeenth 
century and helped the city’s economy with its mercantile affairs. As Ottoman citizens, Jews 
were allowed to manufacture and sell any commercial items like Muslim Turks because in 
the Ottoman Empire, the treatment of the non-Muslim population was essentially based on 
the Islamic legal concept of granting them protection as Zimmah, people of the book. In turn, 
they were expected to recognize the political primacy of Islam, pay a special poll tax, and be 
confined to a legally guaranteed safe place within Ottoman society.280 The emerging powers 
of the Atlantic Seaboard began to dominate trade and encroached upon the economy of the 
Ottoman Empire that proved to be ill-prepared to face the onslaught.  This change did not 
remain unnoticed by Ottoman observers as early as 1625, a certain Omer Talip wrote that: 
Now the Europeans have learnt to know the whole world, they send their ships everywhere 
and seize important ports.  Formerly the goods of Indian, Sind and China used to come to 
Suez and were distributed by Muslims to the entire world. But now these goods are carried on 
Porterhouse, Dutch, and English ships to Frangistan, and are spread all over the world from 
There.  What they do not need themselves they bring to Istanbul and other Islamic lands and 
sell it for five times the prices.281 
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According to Cetin Yetkin, Jewish people were treated in a much more humane manner than 
in other Jewish communities in the world.282 Lady Mary Wortley Montagu provides 
informative stories in her letter to her Rabbi friend in Edirne on 17 May 1717, noting that "I 
noticed that mostly merchants are all Jews in Edirne and Izmir. This nation has an incredible 
power in this state. Even they have more rights than the Turks.”283 Lady Montagu also noted 
that one could clearly notice that the dominant religion in the Ottoman Empire was not 
Christianity but Islam, which was another reason for immigration of Jewish from Spain to 
Ottoman soil.284 In other words, Lady Montagu states that Jews were only accepted in a 
Muslim Empire.  
Although Izmir had been contributing in a peripherall way to commerce of the Empire 
since the beginning of the 17th century, it was in the course of the 18th century, with 
subsequent the development of the European economic World and the revitalization of the 
Mediterranean, that Izmir became the most central port of the Empire. It surpassed 
Alexandria and Istanbul, and one of the main harbours of the Mediterranean.285 
The initial thrust for the rise of Izmir came at the end of the sixteenth century when 
Aleppo started to lose its prominence in the long-distance trade between Europe and Asia. 
Around this time, Faroqhi notes that, ‘the first route which passed through Erzurum and 
Bursa and continued onto the Balkans and as far away as Venice, became active; and then, 
the Western portion of this route began to shift southwards, away from Bursa and toward 
Izmir. Thus, it was at the expense of both Aleppo and Bursa that Izmir acquired the status of 
an important transit point in the European trade with Asia’. 286 
Several factors contributed to Bursa's eclipse by Izmir after the seventeenth century. 
In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, most of the trade that passed through or ended in 
Bursa was dominated by Muslim merchants from the Ottoman or Persian Empires. Izmir was 
much better positioned to fulfill the role of intermediary in the transcontinental trade. It 
already had a cosmopolitan- tan population, so it could easily accommodate the Armenian 
silk merchants; it had the administrative distance from Istanbul which was necessary for the 
uninterrupted growth of transit trade; and, finally, unlike Aleppo and Bursa, there was little in 
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the way of local manufacture of silk cloth in Izmir to compete with the European traders and 
their agents for the raw material. 
The Mediterranean ports, especially in the trade of necessities made Izmir a 
strategically more influential city. Various groups around Izmir derived substantial benefits 
from the generally favorable conditions that surrounded the city during the late sixteenth and 
early seventeenth centuries. Chief among these local groups were the Armenian merchants 
who held a controlling position in all aspects of the silk trade that moved through the area. At 
least as important, if not more, were the Jewish bankers who had become the perpetual 
farmers of Izmir's customs duties.287 As Izmir strengthened its position, the collectors and 
farmers of customs became ever more influential and wealthy as they provided one of the 
crucial links in the chain of trade that passed through this port.  
In 1671, in his usual hyperbole, Evliya Çelebi stated that "places of exchange in Izmir 
are so crowded that people cannot pass each other without knocking their shoulders off"; and 
that "all streets in Izmir are clean and paved with white cobble stones"; and finally, that "the 
entire population of Izmir is composed of wealthy merchants who wear fur clothes”. 
According to Prof Kasaba, “the second half of the seventeenth century, in particular, appears 
to have been a period of construction boom in the city. The physical layout of Izmir, 
especially the southern part, took shape in these years.”288 In these economic circumstances, 
like other Ottoman minorities, Jews had also used several opportunities to enrich their 
community. Even Shabbetai Tzvi’s father was a prominent Jewish merchant in Izmir, hence 
illustrating how Jews led prosperous lives in the Ottoman Empire.289 
2.2.7 Turkish-Jewish relations globally 
The Jewish society in the seventeenth century was suffering due to Anti-Semitism in 
the Western world. The Jewish were blamed for economic and other misfortunes of the 
Christian world. The Jewish community was treated as a scapegoat in most Christian 
societies. For instance, Western media mentioned that the Jews in Greece were blamed for 
the outbreak of an epidemic in the country, and were marginalized and othered.290 
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This social attitude was not only evident in the public sphere but is also amongst 
famous Western writers and intellectuals: Shakespeare, Voltaire, Martin Luther, Desiderius 
Erasmus etc. who could be seen to have anti-Semitic feelings towards Jews throughout 
history,291 having written negative texts which caused more hostility towards Jewish people. 
In Poland, many Jews were killed and also forced to convert to Christianity in 1648. These 
circumstances contributed to the reinforcement of Anti-Semitism throughout the world. 
While Jewish people were seriously struggling against these antagonistic attitudes, the 
expectation of a Messiah emerged as a more valuable spiritual idea among the Jews.  
Martin Luther said that the Jews’ synagogues ought to be burnt, and the remains 
ought to be covered with dirt. He added that their hourse be destroyed, holy books be 
confiscated, Rabbis be threatened, such that Dutch theologian Desiderius Erasmus asserted, 
“if it is Christian to hate Jews, then we are all good Christians”.292  
For Voltaire, the Jew had contributed nothing to civilization. Voltaire stated that for 
Jewish as follows: “all of them born with the fury of fanaticism in their hearts, just as Bretons 
and Teutons were born with blonde hair. I should not be in the least surprised if these people 
one day became a calamity for the human race”. Voltaire addressed Jews in his survey of 
religions he notes, “you seem to me the maddest of the lot. The Kafirs, Hottentots and the 
Negroes of Guinea are much more reasonable and honest people than your ancestors the 
Jews. You have surpassed all nations in impertinent fables, in misconduct, and in barbarism. 
You bear the punishment for all that, such is your destiny”.293 Denis Diderot and other 
enlightenment thinkers thus reinforced the hated image of the Jew through their literary and 
social activities. Diderot wrote that: 'these people (Jewish) should be kept separate from 
others'.294 
Anti-Semitism is best defined as “unprovoked and irrational hostility” towards the 
Jews.295 The major problem faced by those who wish to introduce notions such as a 'people-
class' or 'middleman minority' is to explain why, in the first instance, Jewish assumed that 
position. Similarly, why is the Jew such a convenient target for those wishing to find a 
scapegoat for social economic or political problems, and why do accusations against the Jew 
resonate so widely and powerfully?  Why specifically, is the Jew a scapegoat? This needs to 
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be understood in relation to the fact that minorities or out-groups have been and often are the 
targets of hatred.296 Certainly, the Roman intellectual elite had disseminated many hostile 
comments about Jews. Among the many exponents of these ideas were Apion, Poseidonius, 
Quintilian, Seneca, and Tacitus. Apollonius Molon, a teacher of Cicero and Caesar, wrote an 
entire piece against Jews and Apion and introduced the earliest known 'blood libel' charge. 
His accusation that Jews annually kidnapped a Greek child, fattened him up, and consumed 
his flesh, would be repeated in one form or another, especially in the late Middle Ages, down 
to modern times.297 ln essence, the Gospels went to great extents to exculpate the Romans in 
the death of Jesus and instead to blame the Jews.298 This is expressed in the Gospels where 
the Jews were perceived as worthy of hatred because they killed Christ, persecuted his 
disciples and rejected his teachings. According to them salvation would only come through 
conversion to Christianity.299 
The writings of Justin Martyr300, Origen301, Melito of Sardis, Tertullian, Cyprian, 
Novation, Hippolytus, Eusebius, Gregory of Nyssa, Ambrose, and St John Chrysostom, all 
slandered the Jews.302 In 1879, the prominent German nationalist historian, Heinrich Von 
Treitschke noted that ‘the Jews are our misfortune'.303 German composer and musician 
Richard Wagner composed the Jewry in music in 1851 which played a major role within 
contribution of the literature of Anti-Semitism.304 
According to Lewis, the Ottoman State, the last great Islamic empire of the successive 
Mediterranean Muslim states since the Umayyad, was based on the principles of the Islamic 
law. The book, Jews of Islam, by Professor Lewis, explored the Jewish experience in the 
Islamic world from the rise of Islam to the present. Lewis has a strong foundation in Ottoman 
studies because he consults with Ottoman archival documents as well. Lewis analyzed the 
situation of Jews particularly in Iran and in the Ottoman Empire. The latter in comparison 
were said to be “living in paradise”.305  
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After the French revolution, Christian minorities in Ottoman Empire were influenced 
by ethnic nationalism which was emerged in Europe after 1789. Firstly in the communities of 
Greek, Bulgarian and Armenian minorities began to develop a sense of a national 
consciousness but this rapidly assumed a racist character.306 Historian McCarthy states that 
Ottoman tolerance towards minor religious group turned a complicated case in Ottoman 
State.  Especially after 1774, with Russian influence, the Christian world began to interfer the 
Ottoman interior affairs as a protector of the Christian minorities in the Empire.  
 McCarthy points it out that in spite of hostility against Jews and Muslims in Europe, 
the Western world has always mentioned the tragedy of Greek and Armenian in the history of 
their independence but keep silence about the struggles and loss of Muslims and Jews in 
history. According to McCarthy, the West prefers to exaggerate the Bulgarian and Greek 
losses but do not even mention Muslims and Jewish Massacre in Balkans territory and 
Caucasian in history books.  McCarthy also states that West does not even give credit to 
scholars when they intend to rectify history regarding traditional Western writing.307 If they 
re-analyze the traditional approach of the Western historiography, scholars are labeled as 
revisionists in a sarcastic way.308 
When Ottomans were defeated by Russia, massive Muslims communities had to leave 
their homes from the Western provinces of the Ottoman Empire. However, not only Muslims 
but also Ottoman Jews was also forced to migrate from their lands. According to McCarthy, 
numerous houses and shops of Jews were burned down in Eski Zagra in Bulgaria.309 
Professor McCarthy notes that Turks and Jews shared the same destiny. In Kızanlık city 
many Jews and Muslims killed in the same area with tortuous.310 Even during the First World 
War, when Greek soldiers occupied Izmir and Aydin, they killed many Muslims and Jews 
without separating their Fez and Kippah.311 Several Jews were killed by Greek soldiers in 
Aydın.312 This indicates that Jews had integrated into the Ottoman society and felt a sense of 
loyalty towards the State. 
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2.3 Religious conversion in the Ottoman era  
Life under the Islamic rule, especially from the 14th century onward brought much 
diversity to the Jews and Christians in Asia Minor. Directly or indirectly, they were 
influenced by the Islamic lifestyle in that society. Some Muslim saints also influenced 
Turkish society for many years in Anatolia from the Seljuk era to the Ottoman times. For 
instance, Mevlana Jelaladdin Rumi transmitted a poem in his book, Mesnevi. According to 
scholars such as Schimmel, Rumi impacted many people with his humanistic approaches and 
made them embraced Islam.313 One of his poems is evidence of his humble and open-minded 
view:  
I am neither Christian nor Jew 
Neither Maglan nor Muslim, 
My place is placeless, 
My trace is traceless 
No body, no soul 
I am from the soul of souls314 
 
Rumi’s wisdom, mystical poems and figurative words caused many people to convert to 
Islam.315 In one of his other stories, Rumi almost combined Judaism, Islam and Christianity 
in one context. He figuratively explained the similarities in the religious views of Jews, 
Muslims and Christians in his poems. 
This poem indicates that how the religious terms and names like Messiah, Moses, Sinai and 
Ararat are commonly used by Rumi when writing on Islam, Christianity, and Judaism. It is 
because Rumi contextualized these three religions as one faith which principally follows one 
another from the Prophet Moses to Muhammed. Therefore, with the same understanding, 
Muslim saints spread similar religious messages from the Seljuk era to the Ottoman period.316 
Prof Eroğlu also notes that at the time of Jelaleddin Rumi, several people around his 
temple were influenced by his thoughts and soft personality, which led to remarkable inter-
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religious dialogue in society, and thus many orthodox Christian people became his followers 
in his circle in Konya.317  
In Ottoman Turkish society, according to Islam, conversion takes two forms: Ihtida, 
and Irtad.  Ihtida is the process of converting to Islam; the convert is referred to as a Muhtedi.  
However, if a person converts back to another religion from Islam, the process is known as 
Irtad; and the convert is referred to as Murtad. Those who converted back, i.e. the Murtad 
could be perceived as traitors to the state and could be sentenced to death penalty according 
to Sharia law. However, the Ottoman Empire did not institute this ruling against the Murtad 
because they believed that the Prophet’s Hadith had been misunderstood by Muslim 
Ulama.318   
One possible reason for Irtad was the individual’s own decision. Ottoman Archival 
documents highlight some complicated stories of these types of conversions in the Ottoman 
time. According to Ottoman State archives, the daughter of Istavito, named Cuka in the 
Kortine-i Bala village was forced to convert to Islam by her mother but later wanted to return 
to Christianity, and did so, hence become Murtad. This case was secretly judged by the 
Ottoman authority in order to avoid of gossip and any harmful treatment to Cuka by Muslims.  
Therefore, she was sent to Istanbul to resolve the issue in the magistrate court.319 The 
Ottoman court eventually realized that this was a case of conversion due to family pressure, 
and therefore let her stay Christian as before till she was sufficiently mature to make a 
decision for herself.320 
Yet another reason for the appeal of Islam, and in some cases for conversion, can be 
explained by observing the humanitarian approach of the Ottoman administration towards 
minority groups. For instance, in the Ottoman Empire, Jewish people were able to freely 
practise their religion. Furthermore, they got permission to extend their temples or built 
another synagogue in the same city. Turkish archival records provide thousands of examples 
with regard to Imperial decrees which were issued by the Ottoman Sultan for the Jewish 
citizens. According to an Ottoman Archival document, on his way to Edirne, the Ottoman 
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Sultan allowed Jewish people to renovate their synagogue in Tahtakale in Istanbul.321 This 
kind of tolerance of the Ottoman administration towards other religious groups also caused 
sympathy towards Islam as a religion. For instance, in the same year, 1739, the Ottoman 
Sultan gave permission to Jews to construct a hospital in Hasköy.322 Meantime, for any 
accident and calamity, when Jews applied to re-build their school, hospital or temple, they 
always got permission to build a new temple but also got financial help or lower tax for a 
while as relief. In addition, at the Toprak suburb, an imperial decree was issued for re-
constructing a Jewish hospital which was burned down in a fire incident.323 Jews in Tokat 
also requested permission to renovate their Synagogue’s wall in the city.324 According to one 
document, a religious donation (sadaqa) was given to the Jewish community among poor 
people and therefore informing chief Rabbi about sending money to the Jewish official 
religious institute (hahambaşı) in Istanbul.325  
Similarly, in Jerusalem, the Ottoman Government issued a decree to renovate a 
synagogue.326 Ottoman Empire established two police stations to protect Jewish community 
in Havran province in Beirut. This document provides remarkable information regarding an 
establishment of few police stations in Beirut and Jerusalem in order to protect Jewish 
villages.327 In addition, an interesting letter was written about Ottoman Jews who were living 
in peace in Moldavia and Romania under the Ottoman rule.328 These humanitarian 
approaches also influenced non-Muslims to convert to Islam.  
Additionally, in Ottoman history, if prisoners got the death penalty, they were offered 
the option to convert to Islam, which was a traditional ruling in the Ottoman Empire. For 
instance, during the reign of Murad III, Austrian emissaries were involved in a crime and 
found guilty.  They were sentenced to a death penalty. Before that though, they were also 
offered the possibility of converting to Islam.329 This event in history is very similar to the 
case of Shabbetai Tzvi in the seventeenth century.  The statements of reformist Rabbi of 
Izmir, Shabbetai Tzvi in Jewish circles in Izmir, to divide the world into 38 parts, and take 
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over Istanbul from Sultan Mehmet IV led to him being charged for political treason. In the 
magistrate’s court in Edirne, he was judged for stirring controversies against state law and 
was pronounced guilty. He was then offered with a similar option to convert to Islam during 
his dialogue with Vani Mehmet Effendi. Unlike rulings in Europe, Tzvi was not punished by 
being burnt in the oven or being beheaded but was given a last chance to alive.330 
Another reason for conversion was intermarriage across faiths.  According to Sharia 
law, a Muslim man is allowed to marry a Christian or Jewish woman. One of wives of Sultan 
Murad ll, a Serbian woman, Despina kept her religion her entire life and died as a Christian 
woman. However, if a Muslim woman decided to marry a non-Muslim, the latter would be 
expected to convert to Islam before marriage. According to Islamic tradition, a Muslim 
woman cannot marry a non-Muslim man. British consul, Ricaut provided similar examples 
regarding conversion of non-Muslims to Islam for marital reasons during his time in the 
Ottoman society.331 Hungarian historian of 15th century, Georg stated that, 'Turks never force 
non-Muslims to convert Islam but also never tried to convince other to embrace Islam’.332 
Faroqhi also notes that as it was in Seljuk Turkish Empire, Ottoman Sultans never 
endeavored to plan for converting people to Islam during their reign.333 In his studies, Ocak 
also noted that, due to Qur’anic religious beliefs, Turkish Muslim States never implemented a 
compulsory conversion for other religious groups in history.334 
Barkan emphasized another point about conversion in the Balkans. He states that 
Ottoman Sufis like Mavlavies, Baktashies and Yesevis and even marginal Muslim Sufis like 
the Kalenderis, who held certain controversial religious beliefs, moved to Balkan territory 
from Anatolia and established little modest madrasahs, takkahs and zafiyas in villages. These 
offered mystical atmosphere, influencing non-Muslims in the Balkans to follow and convert 
to Islam. Conversion is clearly understood from archival documents that list surnames as 
Abdullaoglu or Kuloglu, indicating traces of conversion to Islam. According to Barkan's 
research, Christian workers in Muslim temples in the Balkan geography not only embraced 
Islam but also positively affected their environment for conversion.335 On the other hand, 
some records show that the Ottoman Sultans were also involved with some individual 
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conversions at particular times and occasions, but these were not forceful. Ibn Kemal noted 
that, once upon a time, Ottoman Sultan IV. Mehmet addressed one of his Christian close 
friends, "we attack enemies together and serve the state together and have such a sincere 
friendship like brother, but how can I call you infidel (qafir/gavur) and call myself believer?" 
Therefore, his Christian fellow friend became Muslim.336  
According to an Ottoman archival document, a new converted Christian man asked a 
job from the Sultan as a gift from the state. It was a tradition to Sultan award new converted 
people with some money and/or job at the palace.337 Some non-Muslim gradually realized 
that they will be awarded with jobs and some amount of salary if there was any case of 
conversion to Islam. 338 This factor also might have played an important role for conversion 
to Islam.339 In terms of demography, the converted people in Istanbul consisted mostly of 
Greeks, Armenians and lastly, Jews.340 At the same time, a Serbian orthodox Christian man 
also converted to Judaism and he requested protection order from the Ottoman administrators 
to protect himself from his radical Christian environment.341 
In this multicultural empire, conversion was regarded  an ordinary event among high-
profile generals and many Christian converted statesmen had been appointed in the Ottoman 
palace like Ibrahim Pasha who was close to Sultan Suleiman the Magnificent.342 Similarly, 
according to official record, while Ottoman Christian scholar Molla Hekim Isaac was 
studying philosophy and astronomical scientist, he found Islam to be the truest religion and 
embraced Islam. After his conversion, he wrote a book with regard to Fıqh ul Aqbar343 and 
revealed his Islamic understanding in this book.344 Without deeply analyzing the real reasons, 
some Western writers stated that one of the reasons for conversion was indoctrination by the 
Ottoman society. Between 1522 and 1555, Spanish medical doctor Pedro was captured and 
prisoned in Istanbul. During his imprisonment, he still got chance to practise his profession in 
jail. Once he checked up Sinan Pasha, a general in the Ottoman army, and with his medical 
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treatment, Sinan Pasha recovered from his sickness. Showing his appreciation, Sinan Pasha 
released him from jail, and offered him the status of chief doctor in the palace. He also 
prayed for him to find the most appropriate religion for his entire life and hereafter, in his 
view, Đslam. From a Muslim perspective, if anyone converted to Islam, he would attain 
heaven.  Thereupon, Sinan Pasha assumed that Doctor Pedro would embrace Islam after his 
offers but Pedro kindly refused Sinan Pasha's offer and stayed as Christian. This did not 
affect his social standing in society. In the history of Ottoman Empire, there are similar 
examples regarding conversion but no example for forcing them to convert to Islam, due to 
the religious principles of tolerance in the Qur’an about non-Muslims.345 
2.4 Conclusion 
In this chapter, Turkish-Jewish relations has been brought to consideration in order to 
better understand the presence of the Jewish community among Turks. In this regard, it 
would be easier to find a link between Jews and Turks not only on a religious basis but 
culture-wise. The Jews of present-day Turkey and the Balkan states are direct descendants of 
the Spanish exiles. This tolerance allowed Jewish people to declare their own views in a 
democratic atmosphere under Turkish rule.  
It would also make much sense to understand why and how a Jewish religious sect 
flourished and became perhaps the most influential marginal religious movement in world 
history. In this regard, like other religious scholars, Shabbetai Tzvi was also able to manifest 
his divine religious mission to the world, in the Ottoman territory. He felt free to make his 
proclamations in society.346   
             The Ottoman approach towards all minorities was one of understanding and inter-
religious and cultural dialogue among those nations under the Ottoman rule. Therefore, 
British historian, Arnold J. Toynbee, who was otherwise critical of the Ottoman Empire, 
admitted that “the Ottoman institution came perhaps as near as anything in real life could to 
realizing the ideal of Plato’s Republic”.347 From this socio-political perspective, like other 
minorities, Jewish people also lived under pleasant circumstances in the Ottoman Era.  Also, 
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due to the religious understanding in the Ottoman era, there was widespread tolerance 
towards minority groups, and furthermore towards the claimants of messianic identity, as will 
be discussed in the next chapter. 
CHAPTER III: MESSIANIC BELIEF IN CHRISTIANITY, 
ISLAM AND IN JUDAISM   
3.1 Introduction   
 
           In this chapter, I discuss the messianic idea and faith in the three religions, Islam, 
Christianity, and Judaism, in order to shed light on the nebulous concept of messiahship, as a 
bedrock to examine Shabbetai Tzvi’s messianic declaration.  It is necessary to know that 
messianic expectation348 has existed in all three religions throughout history. Some scholars 
have criticized Shabbetai Tzvi's messiahship in terms of his declaration of messianic belief.349 
This criticism is not religiously accurate because messianism does not exist only in the 
tradition of Judaism but also all other Abrahamic religions such as Christianity and Islam.350 
Therefore, Shabbetai Tzvi was neither the first one who proclaimed his messiahship but nor 
the last one. Similar to Christianity and Islam, there have been many religious figures who 
have declared their messiahship up until today. Like other notable scholars in Islam and 
Christianity, great Jewish philosopher and theologian Musa bin Maimonides also emphasized 
the presence of messiahship in Jewish tradition.351   
On the other hand, some other scholars have labeled Shabbetai Tzvi as “manic 
depressive” because of his unusual ideas and behavior such as praying with fish, which will 
be explained in greater detail in chapter four. Shabbetai Tzvi’s later conversion to Islam was 
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also criticized by some though, again in Judaism, conversion is not considered an 
inappropriate behavior when this conversion to another religion is a matter of life and death 
as in the case of Jews. Therefore, neither his declaration about being a Messiah nor his 
conversion to Islam can make him a manic depressive or a “False Messiah” from a historical 
perspective. In spite of such labeling him as manic depressive or a mad Rabbi, he had never 
been judged as an ignorant Jewish Rabbi.  That is an important factor to grasp the personality 
of Shabbetai Tzvi in terms of his effectual impact in society as a religious legacy.  
In a religious context, all marginal religious movements have been criticized by world 
societies.  For instance, according to the ancient Greek State, the philosopher Socrates was 
guilty of corrupting the young and of not believing in the God in whom the city believed, but 
in other spiritual things.352 The same intolerance towards other worldviews might have 
characterized the negative attitude towards Jesus Christ in his time, and later towards 
Shabbetai Tzvi among certain groups of individuals within and outside the Jewish faith. 
Therefore, one cannot jump to a hasty conclusion that a new religious movement is a heresy 
like Shabbetanism in Judaism. It may be said that whether one believes in messianism or not, 
the idea of messiahship must be taken into consideration while analyzing the messiahship of 
Shabbetai Tzvi in the context of Judaism. These terms should be re-analyzed in the light of 
three holy books, Qur'an, Bible, and Torah.  In this regard, the essence of messianism and 
messiahship will be analysed in this chapter in the aspects of all Abrahamic religions which 
are all consistent with one another with regard to the roots of the messianic tradition. 
3.2 Messianism and its meanings in three religious contexts  
             Throughout history, people have asked various questions. For example, where does 
the world comes from? Who are we? What is our purpose in this life? These questions have 
different answers for different people. Some say that there is a larger, unseen purpose to life, 
and others suggest that one’s life experiences can open doors to discovering the answers.353  
When the matter is considered from a religious perspective, then human beings are 
confronted with particular terms as, Gods, religions, holy books, messiahship, prophecy, etc. 
In this case, what is the meaning of Messianism in the religious context?  Different 
Abrahamic faiths have offered different interpretations of this concept, despite similar 
statements in the Holy Scriptures. 
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The Qur’an mentioned that while Jesus must be recognized as Prophet and Messiah, 
the Christian World later gave him a different status and declared him as the son of God.354 
On the other side, Jews do not recognize Jesus as a Messiah nor as a Prophet.  
As a religious term, messianism should be well-explained to enhance our 
understanding of the significance of the messianic declaration of Shabbetai Tzvi from a 
religious perspective. Shabbetai Tzvi was not regarded as a real Messiah by some Jewish or 
Muslim scholars; however this cannot be a measure of his messiahship for the believers.355 
Therefore, these terms must be analyzed before examining messiahship of Shabbetai Tzvi.  
Messiahship originates from the word Mashies, which historically referred to the king 
who would be sanctified by being anointed with oil.356 Moreover, there were prophecies 
about an ideal king, and even if he was not called a Messiah, he would have a similar 
eschatological character.357 Besides that, the literal meaning of messiahship is that being of 
ordained by God as redeemer. According to tradition, a Messiah’s miracles furnished 
evidence of prophethood, and contained the claim of messiahship.358 Several scholars like 
Waltzer has analyzed the meaning of messianic expectation and strongly emphasized that 
messianism is one of the most important religious factors in most World religions.359 Middle-
aged Sufi Ibn Arabi noted that Prophet Muhammad heralded that a Mahdi, namely Messiah, 
will appear in the West and conquer Istanbul.360 In all aspects, messianism has been accepted 
by all societies as a religious belief. Therefore, on the basis of scriptures from different faiths, 
one can question what Messianism really refers to as a religious term.  
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 Figure 1 Graphic illustration of Messianism according to Islam, Christianity and Judaism 
361 
What are the sources of the messianism in primary religious texts? Messianism can only be 
analyzed in the context of each of those religions. It is because there are different views and 
conceptions on Messianism across religious traditions, which have developed for centuries 
and have been influenced by religious societies. In this regard, messianic expectations are 
slightly different from one another, but in a fundamental sense, they all have the same 
understanding which is based on the expectation a redeemer from God. Many scholars have 
interpreted Messianism and claimed that its roots go back to ancient Sumerian civilization in 
Mesopotamia.362 Messianism can also be examined in an ancient faith, Hinduism with a 
question that what the Messianism is.  
Hinduism is one of the world's most ancient living religions, and developed by 
nomadic Aryans around the Indus Valley in India and flourished particularly from 3500 BCE. 
In Hinduism, people believe in the reincarnation of God himself to resolve the miseries of the 
world, and set an exemplary path for all to follow. For instance, in Hinduism, Kalki, also 
rendered by some as Kalkin refers to the tenth Maha Avatar of Vishnu (great incarnation) 
who will appear to end the present age of darkness and destruction that’s known as Kali 
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Yuga.363 According to Indian scholar Sırcar, the origin of the name Kalkin, perhaps lies in the 
Sanskrit word Kalka that refers to dirt or foulness and hence denotes the destroyer of evil and 
confusion as well as darkness in ignorance. The reincarnation of God is referred to in the holy 
book of Hindu believers, the Bhagavad Gita as follows: “Whenever and wherever there is a 
decline in religious practice, O descendant of Bharata and a predominant rise of irreligion at 
that time I descent myself.” 364 This suggests that spiritual appearance will occur on earth 
whenever necessary in order to deliver the pious and implement the principles of the religion 
by God.365 
Probably, therefore, the nineteenth-century mystic Ramakrishna said, “I have now come to a 
stage of realization in which I see that God is walking in every human form and manifesting 
himself alike through to the sage and the sinner, the virtuous and the vicious. Therefore when 
I meet different people I say to myself God in the form of the Saint.”366 Here he draws on 
ancient knowledge that humans are individual souls and God the Supreme Soul. In this way, 
the oneness between all humans and between humans and God is emphasised.  In addition to 
the incarnations of God, holy sages and saints also appeared at different points in time to 
spread the divine message.  In other early Asian religions like Buddhism and Shintoism, the 
idea Messianism is similar. In this vein, it can be said that Messianism also exists in several 
of religions of the World other than Abrahamic religions.367  
It is not hard to understand how messianic expectations flourished during the 
centuries of Roman oppression. Numerous Jews had taken seriously the prophetic promise 
that there would arise a figure that would bring about a transformation in the world, such that 
‘swords would be beaten into plowshares and wolves would lie down with a lamb and none 
would be afraid’. Moreover, many Jews envisioned this messianic era would occur in times 
of struggle.368 These were the general circumtances of messianic expectation in the Roman 
Era. However, as a religious leadership, Messiahship was not easly accepted by society once 
messianic proclamation was made by a prominent religious leader, and rather labeled as 
“marginal”.  
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The extreme or marginal beliefs in all religions were strongly criticized in almost 
every religious society. Like Messianism, the emergence of new movement in different 
religious societies was mostly refused by massive followers of those religions but even 
caused persecution of some religious groups. Max Weber pointed out that elsewhere, among 
Poles in Russia, Huguenots in France, Ahmadiyya in Pakistan, Nonconformists and Quakers 
in England, and Jews throughout Europe, political persecution had had the very opposite 
effect.369 Weber noted that, “when excluded from politically influential positions by the 
dominant group, these minority groups might come under particular pressure to pursue a 
business career; in this way, their most talented members sought to achieve the ambition that 
could find no fulfillment within the service of the state.”370 As Weber mentioned, not only 
new religious ideas like Messiahship among religious people, but also new and marginal 
occurrences, might have caused political persecutions in societies.  
3.2.1 Messianism in Judaism  
As known, the history of the Jewish dates back to about 4000 years; one of the oldest 
religions based on the belief in one God. Traditionally, Jews are born into their religion, and 
anyone born of a Jewish mother is regarded as Jew whether or not they observe Jewish 
religious practices.  Such prophetic declarations like Messiahship must be claimed from 
someone who is ethnically of Jewish origin. However, the roots of Messianic ideas must also 
be taken into consideration to better analyse the religious approach to Messianism.371 
 By the first century BCE, Israel was under the Roman rule. In 70CE, after a Jewish 
rebellion, the Romans destroyed the second temple in Jerusalem. When the Christians began 
to destroy the temple, it was thought that Judaism had been superseded by a God who had 
punished the Jews, because the Jews had failed to accept Jesus as Messiah.372 They also 
banned Jewish education and forced many Jews to leave Israel. The exiles joined existing 
Jewish groups around the Mediterranean, and these groups eventually spread into eastern and 
central Europe. To preserve their religious identity, the Jews began to observe the Ten 
Commandments given to to Prophet Moses more carefully. All that time, Jews were waiting 
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for the Almighty to send forth a Messiah who would re-structure the Jewish kingdom and 
launch an age of peace, referred to as the messianic age.373 
Christians believe that Jesus was the Messiah but Jews did not believe that the 
Messiah had arrived yet. Based on this fundamental disagreement, in the centuries following 
the diaspora, the Jews suffered further persecution, particularly by Christian rulers. It is 
rumoured that Jesus Christ said, “If you believed Moses, you would believe me; for he wrote 
about me.” Likewise, Jesus’s disciples stated that he fulfilled the Old Testament’s 
prophecy.374 Despite strong faith in Jesus as the ‘son of God’ in Christian society, the Jewish 
view was different on the identity of Jesus. That might be one cause of their hatred, the fact 
that Jews do not recognize Jesus as the Messiah. The following diagram shows the messianic 
claimants from the past to the present.  
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Figure 2 Prominent Jewish Messiahs from the past to the present 
According to Jews, Jesus was neither the first false messiah nor the last one. Before 




Simon of Peraea and Athronges declared their messiahship in between BCE 167 and CE 2 in 
history.375 In the first century, it is recorded that seven Jewish men declared their messiahship 
and the first one was Jesus Christ. After Jesus, Judas of Galilee also came up with messianic 
claims but was killed by Roman authorities. Likewise, Menachem ben Judah, Theudas, 
Flavius Josephus, Vespasian and John of Gischala were brutally killed due to their spiritual 
claims in Jewish society.376 In following century, Simon bar Kokhba and Lukas were 
prominent figures but also found guilty as the leaders of Jewish rebels at the time.  After the 
Roman occupation in Jerusalem, around a million Jews were killed in CE 70, and many Jews 
had to migrate to other continents to survive and flourish.377  
By the fifth century, another Jew, Rabbi Moses of Crete called himself the Moses of 
his time and proclaimed his messiahship. However, after his death, his messianic 
proclamation became a forgotten event. Isaac ben Ya'ḳub Obadiah Abu 'Isa al-Isfahani of 
Isfahan, Yudghan, called "Al-Ra'I” and Serenus proclaimed their messiahship in the eighth 
century. Like Abu 'Isa and Yudghan, Serene also was considered as a religious reformer. In 
the twelfth century, a Moroccan teacher Moses al-Dar'ı, and Iranian religious leader David 
Alroy and a potential Messiah from Yemen presented themselves as Messiahs in Jewish 
society. Another well-known Kabbalist Abraham ben Samuel Abulafia from the island of 
Sicily and Nissim ben Abraham were seen as other individuals coming up with claims of 
prophethood in the 13th century. Moses Botarel of Cisneros from Tortosa declared his 
Messiahship in 1413. In the sixteen century, a German Jew, Asher Lammlein proclaimed 
himself as a forerunner of the Messiahship in Venice at around 1502. Similarly, David 
Reubeni and Solomon Moloch declared their messiahship in Arabia but this resulted in their 
death as it happened the most of the others who came up with messianic idea among the 
Jews.378 
By the 17th century, an Ottoman Jew, Shabbetai Tzvi claimed to be the Messiah in 
Izmir. When he later converted to Islam, he mostly lost his popularity among Jews, but still 
has followers today who live as Crypto-Jews. Crypto-Jews are individuals who have 
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preferred to hide their religious identity as a Sabbatean Jew and live as a Muslim after the 
conversion of their religious leader, Shabbetai Tzvi. His movement can be called as the most 
significant messianic movement and one whose influence was pervasive throughout Jewish 
communities. After his death, Shabbetai Tzvi was followed by a line of followers declared 
themselves as Sabbatean Messiahs, but lived as part of a “marginal sect” among Muslims.379 
When Shabbetai Tzvi was judged in court, he was accused for encouraging people to create a 
state of anarchy in society.380 Sabbatean people are practising according to the Jewish 
tradition under the Islamic lifestyle, therefore, they are also sometimes called “Mohammedan 
Jews”. Sabbateans have neither been accepted as Jews nor as Muslims in Ottoman society, 
which would explain why they hid their religious identity after the death of Shabbetai Tzvi in 
1675. 
             Another Ottoman Jew from Salonica, Osman Baba, in Western literature Barukhia 
Rossu, declared himself as the successor of Shabbetai Tzvi.381 In the last quarter of the 
seventeenth century, another remarkable follower of Shabbetai Tzvi, Mordecai Mokia also 
claimed to be a Messiah.  Mordecai Mokia preached that Shabbetai Tzvi was the real Messiah 
and his conversion was actually for spiritual reasons which were necessary for his 
Messiahship. Thus, the spiritual influence of Shabbetai Tzvi never actually declined in the 
marginal Jewish community of Sabbateans. Jacob Querido who was the son of Joseph 
Filosof, became the leader of the Sabbateans in Salonica, being regarded by followers as the 
new personification of Shabbetai Tzvi. He pretended to be Shabbetai's son and accepted the 
name Jacob Tzvi. It is in fact very interesting event in Shabbatean community that he even 
made a pilgrimage to Mecca as a Muslim.  After his death, another Sabbatean figure 
Abraham Cardoso claimed that he was a prophet of the Messiah, and then converted Islam for 
saying that conversion was necessary for the Messiah. Abraham also said that Shabbetai Tzvi 
was the true Messiah because he even suffered for promoting his cause.382 
At the beginning of eighteenth century, a Kabbalist Joseph Ben Jacob proclaimed 
himself to be representative of God, mentioning that he had been Shabbetai Tzvi, and the 
latter’s soul had passed into other spiritual men, and as time went by into him.383 Similarly, in 
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the 18th century another Shabbetean from Podolia Jacob Joseph Frank who claimed to be the 
Messiah and later became the founder of Frankism or the Frankist movement.  He declared 
that he was King David in one of his previous births and stated that the purpose of his sect 
was to extirpate rabbinic Judaism.384 By the middle of the 18th century, the Jewish 
communities had suffered numerous actions of persecution, and were deeply disheartened by 
the conversion of Shabbetai Tzvi.385  
After the persecution of his followers from Podolia, Jacob Joseph Frank advised his 
followers to embrace Christianity. The Catholic Church mistrusted his decision for 
conversion and imprisoned him as a man with heretical comportment. However, even in 
prison, he managed to protect his reputation as the head of his sect. Jacob Joseph should have 
inspired his daughter about his Messiahship. Eve Frank was the daughter of Jacob Frank and 
she proclaimed her messianic ideas, believed to be the incarnation of the Shekinah,386 in turn 
believed to be the reincarnation of Virgin Mary.  With her messianic declaration, she could 
be regarded as the first woman to have been claimed a Jewish messiah.387  
In the 19th century, two interesting religious figures, Shukr ben Salim Kuhayl I and Judah ben 
Shalom from Yemen proclaimed their messiahship. By the 20th century, also two Jews 
appeared as Messiahs. Moses Guibbory and later Menachem Mendel Schneerson were 
regarded as Messiahs in some Jewish circles.388 Menachem Mendel Schneerson never stated 
that he was the Messiah.389 However in 1994, after his death, people still believed that he 
would be the Messiah, but orthodox Jews called this belief heresy, as all others had been 
labeled so far. If there is a concept of messianism in Judaism, why was it that Tzvi or Jesus 
were not accepted as redeemers by the orthodox Jewish world? While one of them converted 
to Islam, the other was killed for his beliefs.   
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According to the canonical gospels, Jesus, whom Christians believe to be the Son of 
God as well as the Christ, namely Messiah, was arrested and crucified. In the Gospel of 
Matthew, it is said that Jesus was brought before the Roman Governor Pilate.  The Bible 
claims that after the Roman governor requested the frantic crowd to spare Jesus’ life. Pilate 
said to the Jews: 
What then shall I do with Jesus who is called Christ?” They all (the Jews) said to him, “Let 
Him be crucified!” Then the governor said, “Why, what evil has He done?” But they cried out 
all the more, saying, “Let Him be crucified!390 
The Gospel of John is perceived to be the most well-know Gospel, the most “spiritual” of the 
canonical Gospels, and yet, among some orthodox Jews, probably as the most anti-Jewish 
one. It is stated, “the one who delivered me to you (the Jews) bear the greatest iniquity.”391  
According to the Jews, Jesus did not fulfill the prophecies required to be accepted as a 
Messiah, so he could not be the Messiah. The Jews of the time and today believe that Jesus 
did not meet those criteria which are required from a true Messiah. Despite this, the original 
Abrahamic religion, that is the root of Christianity and Islam, is Judaism. Christians claim 
that Jesus fulfilled Old Testament’s messianic prophecies. However, according to the Jews, 
Jesus was not did not meet all the messianic prophecies of the Old Testament scripture. This 
situation was not very different from the experiences of another Jewish religious leader, 
Shabbetai Tzvi.  
By the beginning of the 17th century, Lurianic mysticism had made a crucial impact 
on Sephardic Jews, and messianic expectations became a central feature of Jewish life. In this 
circumstances, the arrival of a self-declared messianic king, Shabbetai Tzvi brought about a 
transformation of Jewish life. After living in several of cities within the Ottoman boundaries 
such as Cairo, Salonica, Izmir, and Edirne, Tzvi traveled to Gaza where he encountered 
Nathan Benjamin Levi, who believed has was the Messiah. His Messiahship was proclaimed 
in 1665. Eventually, Tzvi was brought to the court in Edirne and founded guilty for rebelling 
against the State. He was to be given a death sentence. At that point, his co-religionist 
Ottoman statesman Hayatizade, suggested that Tzvi convert to Islam to save his life. When 
Tvzi realized this, he opted for the alternative and converted to Islam.  After the conversion 
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of Shabbetai Tzvi to Islam, the majority of his followers were despondent yet some continued 
to believe in his Messiahship.392  
In the following century, the most important Sabbatean movement was partly led by 
Jacob Frank who proclaimed himself to be the incarnation of Shabbetai Tzvi. The Sabbatean 
sect, Frankism, remained convinced that the Messianic era had begun.  The Sabbatean sect 
was led by Jacob Frank, who was influenced by the Sabbateans in Turkey.393 In his teachings, 
Frank revealed himself as the embodiment of God's power who had come to complete the 
Shabbetai Tzvi's mission which is also regarded as 'heresy' in Judaism by orthodox Jews. 394 
Then how must the Messiah be? The Messianic proclamation will be made by a 
religious person, who will reinstate the Davidic royal dynasty. According to Jewish tradition, 
Moshiach will be wiser than a prophet with similar virtues as Moses. Jews were not 
convinced that Jesus was the expected Moshiach. Judaism understands the expected redeemer 
as Messiah to be a human being and therefore he must accomplish certain specific criteria 
before being recognized as the Messiah. These specific measures and standarts are present in 
the Jewish tradition as follows: 
1. He must be Jewish.395 
2. He must be a member of the tribe of Judah and a direct male descendent of both King 
David.396  
3. He must gather the Jewish people from exile and return them to Israel.397 
4. He must rebuild the Jewish Temple in Jerusalem.398 
5. He must bring the world peace.399 
6. He must influence the entire world to acknowledge and serve one God.400 
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So according to orthodox Jewish view, if a specific person fails to achieve even one of these 
conditions, he would not be regarded as a Messiah. Jesus was a Jew but was not perceived as 
a Messiah since, according to orthodox Jews, he did not meet some other criteria, and 
therefore was considered as a False Messiah by Jewish society. This thought among Jews 
cost them much pain and persecution in history.  
In Judaism, Messianism is an accepted concept in Judaism. Messianic expectation not 
only exists in Jewish tradition but is also the subject of historical inquiries in Jewish 
studies.401  The reason the Jews expected a Messiah of the Davidian family is well known, 
however, the source of the expectation that another Messiah would come and that he would 
be an Ephraimite still needs clarification.402 The idea of a Messiah provided reassurance to 
the Jews during their persecutions, but it also brought many catastrophes to them. For 
instance, they praise their leaders as “long live our King, our Messiah, our Savior”. The news 
spread with remarkable rapidity throughout every town and village in Europe. Messianic 
centers in remote corners of the continent rejoined wildly and hoped and sang hosannas as a 
well-known hymnary. “The savior had arrived, the king of kings was on the earth, and 
suffering of the people would soon come to an end.”403  
In the Hebrew Scriptures, Mashies is always used when referring to the actual king of 
Israel.404 In the Old Testament period, the term was applied to refer to the future king who 
was expected to re-establish the nation of Israel and rescue the people from all evil. At the 
same time, prophetic revelations referring to an ideal future king, taught by God, would be 
presided over or realized by a descendant of the royal house of David. According to Jewish 
tradition, “the Messiah will not merely renew the days of yore but will usher in a new age”. 
The great medieval scholar, theologian M. Maimonides expressed belief in the advent of the 
Messiah among the key articles of faith as follows: “Lets no one thinks that in the messianic 
era normal course of things would be changed”.405   
Throughout Jewish history, there existed two types of messianic ideas: the apocalyptic 
one and the more rationalist one. The apocalyptic idea of messianism refers to the mystical 
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view that a Messiah would come to rescue the sons of Israel and take them to Zion.  The 
rationalist idea would be that redeemers would appear at different points in time to guide the 
Jews, in line with particular criteria. Regardless of the nature of these messianic ideas, they 
had become an essential part of the Jewish faith and the Jewish experience of life.406 In the 
Old Testament, the expected redeemer is mentioned as King or Zion’s future King. In Torah, 
Messiah is indirectly referred as a redeemer for Jews and daughter of Zion.407 Maimonides 
also stated that the expected Messiah would come for salvation. According to him, Messiah 
will even address Muslims people and help them for salvation.408 According to Karaim Jews, 
the Messiah should be from the descendant of David and will come back to his home in 
Jerusalem. The expected Messiah will also renew the temple in Jerusalem and save the all 
Jews.409 In this regard, as a tradition, messiahship is a valid religious concept in Judaism. In 
other words, accoding to Jewish beliefs, the purpose of the return to Jerusalem is to form the 
seat of the divine influence, which would be made possible through a Messiah, the son of 
David.410 According to Judah Halevi, Moses was the expected Messiah.411 He also states that, 
‘Seven things were created to prior to the world: Paradise, the Torah, the just, Israel, the 
throne of glory, Jerusalem, and the Messiah the son of David.'412 
According to Muslim tradition, the Messiah would be a descendant of Prophet 
Muhammad, namely, Yishma'elite but according to Jews, must be an Israelite sent to the 
Israelites, and that he will return to Earth.413  Jews believe that the Torah traces the Israelites 
to the religious leader Jacob, who was renamed Israel as the grandson of Abraham.414 
Messianic movements accompanied Jewish history throughout the Middle Ages and 
thereafter. In this respect, the movement was inspired by the seventeenth century Messianic 
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religious leader Shabbetai Tzvi who first declared his Messiahship in Izmir in 1648.415 In 
Judaism, the same is true of the Sabbatean and Hasidic leaders.416  
The Torah had been expressed in more outspoken terms than in a fragment from a 
book of Rabbi Eliyahu Kohen Ittamari Smyrna, the manuscript of which was available to 
Hayim Joseph David Azulai who quoted from his work.417 According to Scholem,  
This Rabbi Eliyahu was a celebrated preacher and Kabbalist, known for his asceticism418 and piety, 
although his theology is strangely shot through with ideas that originated in the heretical Kabbalism of 
the followers of Shabbetai Tzvi, the “False Messiah”.419 Shabbetai Tzvi, the pseudo-Messiah and his 
followers also thought it possible that a new shemittah420  might set in with the redemption, that the 
Torah which would govern this new age might indeed be revealed by the Messiah, and that this Torah 
would be a radical departure from the old law.421  
Despite the accurate theological explanation of Scholem on Kabbala, he still 
described him as “pseudo-Messiah” in his studies. This common view also prevailed among 
orthodox Jews about the Messiahship of Shabatei Tzvi and became a complicated issue like 
the case of Jesus Christ in Jewish society.  
According to Scholem, ‘apart from the Zohar, myth is exemplified most strikingly and 
magnificently in the most important system of the late Kabbalah, the system of Isaac Luria of 
Safed, and later in the heretical theologoumena of the Sabbateans, whose Kabalistic 
Messianism was in part inspired by Luria.’  
The sources above illustrate that messianism is an accepted religious term in Judaism. 
From this perspective, Messiahship of Sabbetai Tzvi must be re-examined without prejudice 
or judgmental comments. 
3.2.2 Messianism in Christianity      
Christianity largely drew on the Jewish concept of the Messiah to describe the role of 
Jesus.  The Greek equivalent of Messiah was Christos that is Christ, the anointed one, thus in 
some ways linking Jesus with messianic ideas in Judaism. Still, the New Testament maintains 
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that Jesus is the son of God, which may not tally with the Jewish understanding of the 
Messiah. 422 It is stated in the Torah that the Messiah cannot be the son of God.423  
Jesus was born as a Jew in Judea, which was then ruled by the Romans.424 Jesus grew 
up in Nazareth and probably became a carpenter. At about the age of 30, he was baptized 
with the guidance of his cousin John in the River Jordan. Baptism was the act of beginning 
one’s spiritual life, after taking a dip in water. John recognized Jesus as the Messiah that the 
Jewish people were awaiting.  Christians believe that the name of Jesus also shows him to be 
the Messiah.425 
Jesus was one of the numerous candidates for Messiahship and from the standpoint of 
most of the Jews alive at the time of his death. According to the Jews, he did not meet some 
of the criteria to be seen as a Messiah. However, he challenged the brutality and oppression 
of Roman imperialism.  From a religious perspective, what also made Jesus memorable was 
that he sent forth his disciples to spread his message of love and peace. One could retain 
one’s belief in God’s ultimate goodness and good intentions to redeem the world by believing 
that the place where salvation would take place was not in this world, but in a far off spiritual 
realm.  
This perspective on life and the belief in ‘heaven’ might have given solace to those in 
suffering. The religion built around Jesus after his death centered on a set of beliefs, which 
would guarantee one’s redemption in a future spiritual world. This way of thinking became 
popular even among Jews who did not believe that Jesus was the Messiah. There were many 
other comparable religious movement which believed that some internal state of mind or 
being would guarantee one salvation in some future world.426 
The disciples who tried to portray Jesus as the Messiah and later as the Son of God 
may have disturbed Jewish people who were steeped in the Jewish tradition. Jesus challenged 
Jewish orthodoxy and the Jewish establishment. According to the beliefs in other religions 
like Islam and Judaism, Christians assumed that Christ, namely the Messiah would make 
changes in the existing order, of which they were all a part. However, the messianic doctrine 
did perplex some of the Christians, as he was revered as Son of God by some, and given 
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Godly attributes by others.427 So the conception of Messiahship gradually emerged the one 
whom God endowed with his own spirit to rescue his people and to establish His kingdom.428  
The following diagram presents the list of prominent Christian messianic claimants. 
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In this regard, messianic hope in Christianity is seen to possess more than political 
bearing, and the Messiah to be more than a human and national figure. At the time of Jesus, 
Messianism was an expression of a fundamental religious belief that God would express 
himself in some individual whom he empowered to save his people.429 
Christian Messiahs claimants in the history of Christianity from the death of Jesus 
Christ to the present must be taken into consideration in order to better analyze Messianism 
in world history. Numerous religious leaders emerged in this century due to impact of Jesus 
Christ who inspired even other religious believers all over the World. In the first century, 
from an Abrahamic religion, basically Samaritan,430 after Simon Magus converted to 
Christianity, he began to regard himself as Christ and proclaimed his messiahship. According 
to some Christians, he was baptized but did not receive spiritual power for salvation.431 
In the middle of the same century, Dosithoes the Samaritan declared himself as the promised 
Messiah. His messiahship was seen as heresy in his close environment, although the 
inspiration for his messianic ideas came from a particular verse of Deuteronomy.432 
There were some other messianic claimants in Christianity; however there is no 
substantial source about their activities. By the eleventh century, Tanchelm of Antwerp came 
up with a different religious idea as Messiah but could not succeed in influencing his 
religious environment. About five centuries later, a female religious figure Ann Lee claimed 
her messianic thoughts with the idea of having all the attributes of God in a woman. In 1772, 
when she declared herself as Messiah, she was mostly criticized by orthodox Christian 
World.433 
At the end of the eighteenth century, numerous religious leaders declared messianic 
ideas and thoughts within the sphere of mystic spiritualism. For instance, Bernard Muller 
proclaimed his prophethood and called himself the Lion of Judah. As all other extreme ideas 
in Christianity, his declaration was also regarded a heretical proclamation in the history of 
Christianity. Similarly, John Nicholas Thom,434 presented his messianic ideas and gain some 
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followers in his town. It can be also said that apart from his marginal thoughts, his early death 
would have contributed to his obscurity in history.435 
In 1857, Arnold Potter from New York also claimed his messiahship and called 
himself Potter Christ.436 As a religious leader of a schismatic sect of Christianity, most 
marginal idea of him was that he referred to himself as the son of living God that’s found 
controversial claim in orthodox environments when he was in Australia. Majority of 
Christians believed that he ended his life in 1872 by “entering Heaven alive” like Jesus Christ 
who did initially died but was then resurrected from the dead by God with a promise to 
someday return to earth.437 
Similarly, in China, Hong Xiuquan proclaimed himself to be the brother of Jesus in 
1864. He was leader of Taiping Rebellion against the current government Qing Dynasty. His 
messianic decoration was impacted his environment but his sudden death suppressed his 
religious thoughts and therefore remembered more a political leader in the history.438 
Another messianic claimant from India, Husain Ali Nuri Bahaullah who is the 
founder of his sect Baha’ism. When he proclaimed his prophethood he stated that as he 
accepts the all religions, he is the messiah for all the religions and believers. Nuri Bahaullah 
still has remarkable followers, most of them in Asia. Nuri Bahaullah called himself a Messiah 
for Christians and Jews, and Mahdi for Muslims.439 
Likewise, another interesting figure, Brazilian woman Jacobina Mentz Maurer 
declared herself as a messianic Prophetess440 based on a marginal idea which that Jesus Christ 
reincarnated on earth. Her community was called Die Spotters after her death in Rio Grande 
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do Sul in 1874. Her congregation were seen as a heresy by Christian orthodox community 
and labeled as a false saint, therefore she was killed by Brazilian Imperial Army.441  
In the nineteenth century, in addition to the above claimants, William W. Davies442 
from Washington, Cyrus Reed Teed from New York in 1869, George Baker443 from  
Philadelphia in 1907, Andrea Grenard  Matsoua444 from Congo in 1920,  Samuel Aun Weor 
from Colombia in 1972, Ahn Sahng Hong445 from South Korea in 1948, Sun Myung Moon446 
from Korea in 1954, Yahweh ben Yahweh from Oklahoma447 in 1979, Laszlo Toth from 
Hungary in 1972, Claude Vorilhon 448 from France in 1973, Jose Luis de Jesus449 from 
Florida in 1973, Inri Cristo from Brazil in 1976, Jung Myung Seok from South Korea in 
1980, David Koresh from Texas in 1983, Apollo Quiboloy from Davao city in 1985, Sergey 
Torop450 from Russia in 1990, David Icke from England in 1991, Marina Tzvi from Ukraine 
in 1993, Lesu Matayoshi from Japan in 1997, Wayne Bent from  Mexico in 2000, Brian 
David Michael from Utah in 2002, Alan John Miller451 from Australia in 2005, David Shayler 
from England in 2007 proclaimed themselves messiah, son of God, Jesus Christ or even God 
himself.452 
Briefly from this understanding of the Christian world, two points are evident, firstly 
the the Christian belief that Jesus is a Messiah (the Son of God), and secondly the idea that 
Jesus was the one sent by God to reveal the path to redemption.   
3.2.3 Messianism in Islam 
Islam means peace. Muslims are referred to as the obedient ones. They believe that 
the word of God was transmitted to them by a man named Muhammad (Phub) in the seventh 
century CE. Muhammad was regarded as the messenger of God and Prophet but not Messiah 
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like Jesus Christ. Besides this, Christians, Muslims and Jews have much in common, not only 
because their faiths trace their origins back to Abraham, but also due to the fact that Jesus 
Christ and Prophet Moses are holy figures in Islam as well. According to the Qur’an, the 
Jews were the chosen people.453 
Messiahship is the equivalent of Mahdiship according to Islamic traditions. In the 
Qur’an, in Surah ul Nisa for example, Jesus Christ is referred to as Isâ Masih which literally 
means "Jesus the Messiah" in the Qur’an. Muslims believe in the "virgin birth" of Jesus 
Christ. In the Qur’an, it is said that Allah infused his spirit into Prophet Adam in order to 
create humanity.454 According to Sufi thinkers, this idea could be extended to the virgin birth 
of Jesus through Mary.455 These stories align with the description of Jesus in Islamic thought 
as the Divine Spirit456 among the prophets.457   
In fact, in particular hadiths regarding Messiahship, there are nine Qur’anic verses 
that mention Jesus as the Messiah.458 While these verses describe Jesus as Messiah, the 
conception of Messiahship differs in part from the Jewish and Christian beliefs. Islam 
distinguishes between a Prophet and a Messiah. A Prophet shares the word of God and a 
Messiah comes to redeem the world in times of hardship. In that sense, according to Islam, 
Jesus is both a Prophet and a Messiah, and will return to rescue humans at the time of the 
apocalypse. This view that Jesus will return derives mostly from the hadiths and common 
religious beliefs.459 
The Holy Qur’an mentions that at the end of time, a Messiah will arrive to liberate all 
souls. The Messiah is associated with ‘Jesus, son of Mary’. Some hadiths, on the other hand, 
mention the coming a Mahdi, whom, some Muslim communities believe will be a ruler from 
Prophet Mohammad’s family. This ruler is called Mahdi, which means “the rightly guided 
one”.460 Some hadiths identify the Mahdi with Jesus who is supposed to appear before the 
end of the world. However, some also believe that he will defeat the “false messiah”, which 
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has created some controversy as the Qur’an does not state so. As such, in Islamic traditions 
the concepts of Mahdi and Messiah have been interpreted in slightly different ways.  
 






According to a great Muslim scholar Imam al-Rabbani, the Mahdi is the most fitting 
benefactor of his time.461 In the tradition of Islam, Messianism is also a valid belief among 
Muslims. Not all religious movements emphasize beliefs, doctrines, and creeds as most 
people have seen the examples of Islam and Christianity. Almost all religious denominations 
have similar problems about the interpretation of divine messages of God. As Christianity, 
has been subject to schism,462 involving disputes over doctrines such as those between the 
Eastern orthodox, Catholics, and Protestants. Similarly, divisions between Sunni and Shi'a 
Muslims, or between Theravada and Mahayana463 Buddhists, have sometimes given rise to 
heresy trials or wars of religion.  
Millenarian movements have always been considered as a controversial subject in 
religion. These are the movements which expect an imminent apocalyptic collapse of the 
existing world order and its replacement by a new dispensation. In the Christian tradition, this 
involves active belief in the second coming of Christ. According to Aldridge, compared 
to other world faiths, Christianity has been intolerant of internal diversity of belief.464 The 
world rejected new religious movements which in fact most closely resemble the 
epistemologically dominant world religions. The latter may impose the view that they and 
they alone have the truth. They also impose uncompromising standards of conduct on their 
followers.465 
A Muslim parallel would the belief in the Mahdi in certain movement. In Shi'a Islam, 
the Mahdi is the hidden Imam, a religious leader who will reappear and establish a reign of 
peace and justice according to the will of Allah.466  The divisions within Islam turn on the 
questions of successors to the Prophet. In the majority Sunni tradition, Mohammad's 
successors are said to be Caliphs, that is to say guardians of the faith, its sacred rites and its 
traditions. The Shi'a community also embraces a powerful millenarian expectation. For them, 
the twelfth Imam will be the Mahdi, the hidden Imam according to the will of Almighty, 
Allah467  
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When Messianism is analyzed as religious leadership, as Mahdiship or Messiahship, 
social circumstances must be taken into consideration in society. Despite the apparent 
freedom, if the charismatic leader lacks institutional support, then his followers lose faith, and 
his authority will simply vanish. Also, paradoxically, a charismatic religious leader might be 
pressured by his followers to show miracles or other worldly actions, which he may not be 
able to satisfy or which may not be in accordance with his divine mission. When Muhammad 
was asked for miracles to prove that he was the Prophet, he reportedly referred to the Qur’an 
as miracle enough. As Weber said, a charismatically led movement will survive only if its 
members fare well which is an important statement, to suggest that self-interest might also 
influence faith and piety.468  
From this point of view, who and what is the Messiah? This question has preoccupied 
Jews, Christians and Muslims for centuries.469 Only the most persistent and outrageous error 
or misconduct was condemned as sin (qafir) in Islam or as the more or less equivalent crimes 
of heresy (zendeqa) and denial of God (ilhad).470 The accused was then summoned to recant 
and repent and if he failed to do so, was put to death. Some accused refused the opportunity 
to recant since the good faith of a Zindīq could not be accepted.471 
The extremist group imamiyah, who believe in the Twelve Imams, share a similar 
viewpoint. They hold that the twelfth of their Imams, Muhammad b. Al Hasan al Askari, 
which they describe as al-Mahdi made his entry into the hidden cellar of their house in 
Hillah.472 He will come forth at the end of the time and will fill the earth with justice. The 
Twelve Imams are still expecting him to this day.473 Ibn Khaldun noted that al-Mahdi al 
Muntazar namely the expected Messiah will be descendent of Prophet Muhammad and will 
appear at the end of time along with Jesus Christ to defeat the enemies of Islam.474 Đbni 
Haldun explained the messianic miracles and the appearance of al-Mahdi al Muntazar in his 
well-known book, Muqaddimah.475 According to him, the Mahdi will purify and heal the 
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world of all evils in the world and bring peace the world as Prophet Muhammad did.476 
According to ibn Khaldun, Mahdi will appear in future as below: 
It has been well known and generally accepted by all Muslims in every epoch, that at the end 
of the time a man from the family of the Prophet will without fail make his appearance one 
that will strengthen the religion and make justice triumph. The Muslims will follow him, and 
he will gain domination over the Muslim realm. He will be called the Mahdi. Following him, 
the Antichrist will appear together with all the subsequent signs of the Day of Judgment, as 
established in the sound tradition of the Sahih (truth). After the Mahdi Isa (Jesus) will 
descend and kill the Antichrist. Or Jesus will descend together with Mahdi, and help him kill 
the Antichrist and have him as the leader in his prayers.477 
The following tradition of Caliph Ali was published by Ibn Majah, as transmitted by 
Yasin al- Lili and according to him, the Messenger of God said, “the Mahdi is among us, the 
people of the house, God will give him success in one night.” According to this view, Mahdi 
will appear on the Mountain Qaf before Angel Gabriel blows his horn. There are many 
speculative arguments on the location of the mountain Qaf however it is also described in the 
Surat Al Qaf in the Qur’an.478  
In Islamic literature, Mahdiship has been depicted quite a lot by Muslim scholars. 
Like Egyptian theologian,  Jelaleddin as Suyuti in the fifteenth century and Aliyyul Kari in 
the sixteenth  century had written interesting thoughts regarding messianic age, the expected 
Mahdi and significant of Mahdiship in the Muslim world. 479 In the same vein, another 
Egyptian scholar Imam Sharani from the sixteenth century very extensively explained the 
signs of the apocalyptic period and Mahdiship in his well-known book al Yevakit vel cevahir 
fi beyani akaidil ekabir in which he explained Mahdiship based on hadiths and Islamic 
tradition.480  
Likewise, Ottoman scholars wrote specifically on Mahdiship in the Islamic tradition. 
Haji Mahmud Effendi’s book in Ottoman Turkish, called Mehdi Hakkında bir Risale contains 
unique information about Mahdi. Similarly, another Ottoman writer, Zühdü Bey’s book, Ahir 
zamanda Mehdi, Deccal, Yecüc ve Mecüc Zuhuru Hakkında bir Risale is not only an 
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important source but also revealed numerous mysterious regarding the genesis of the 
messianic beliefs in the history of Islam. Ali Pasha also wrote a booklet called Risalet’ül 
Mehdiye which traces Mahdiship in seven chapters from the past to up until seventeenth 
century.481 From an anonymous writer, there is another religious text Risale fi nüzuli Isa ve 
hurücul Mehdi where mahdiship is explained within the Islamic tradition.482 
An Ottoman folk musician and poet in Anatolia declared his uprising with a poem 
which contains fundamental messianic expectation for the salvation of people around his 
region.483 He influenced masses of people with his poems which actually contained many 
figurative mystical words, serving as excellent examples of the calibre of Turkish literature in 
Anatolia at the time.484 
The flag of fairness Muhammed Mahdi 
We should take it up whatever happens 
And take an axe to shed blood of denier  
Let's hew down whatever happens485 
Nineteenth-century Ottoman statesman Ziya Pasha also mentioned Mahdi in one of 
his well-known poems. In this poem, Ziya Pasha emphasized the necessity of a Redeemer for 
Muslim World, basically a Mahdi who must come after all the waiting period and bring peace 
to Muslims. It also seems a difficult era for the Ottoman Statesmen like Ziya Pasha to deal 
with the nationalistic movements which caused trouble for the Ottoman reforms and 
reorganization in the second half of the nineteenth century. In his poem, Ziya Pasha notes 
that: 
Don’t wait any longer and come oh Mahdi, please 
All Muslims are suffering in hopelessness 
No peace is left in the Muslim world anymore 
Violence cover everywhere as evil486 
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This poem shows that the messianic expectation even affected the Ottoman high 
society in the late nineteenth century. It is interesting to observe that while messianic 
movement in the Jewish community was regarded as a private religious issue in the society, 
an Islamic Messianic movement in the Ottoman society was usually regarded as a rebellious 
one against the state. Several Ottoman archival documents highlight Mahdiship movements 
throughout Ottoman era from the fifteenth century to the twentieth century, and mention 
these as acts of contempt against the Ottoman state. This kind of religious leadership 
appeared in Muslim societies as Mahdiship several times in Ottoman territory, especially in 
the nineteenth century. Additionally, sometimes the Mahdi appeared as a reformer 
(mujaddid) and claimed divine sanction for his movement.487 
In the nineteenth century, some scholars interpreted the arrival of the Mahdi in a 
spiritual way and at times, got influenced by Christian descriptions of the Messiah in their 
texts. Certain religious scholars expected redeemer Jesus Messiah will be seen on the holy 
mountain and save his nations.488 According to Ottoman scholar Abu Bakr Effendi, this 
mountain might be Table Mountain in South Africa because it is situated at the end of a 
continent and separated Indian and the Atlantic Ocean which is also mentioned in the 
Qur’an489   
             In the history of Islam, some Messianic movements were regarded as heretical which 
is called Zendeqa in Islamic literature. The term Zındıq which derives from Zendeqa was 
used for the first time in the last years of the Umayyad Caliphate around 740s. For his 
heretical crime according to Islam, an Iranian Manihisst, Zad Hürmüz was punished death 
penalty with his followers for establishing a new sect in Islam but found guilty of corrupting 
fundamental rules of Islam. Another zındıq was Cad bin Dirham who was actually secretary 
of Caliph Mervin ll. also punished for his similar marginal ideas. His guilt was recorded in 
the court case that he stated that the “Qur’an was created by God as a miracle event but not 
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revealed to Prophet Muhammad.” For this reason, Cad bin Dirham was punished by death 
penalty in BC 750.490  
In Islamic history, some messianic movements emerged with the different ideas such 
as Deism,491 which was also regarded as a form of heresy among Muslims in the Umayyad 
period. A Muslim scholar Er-Razi declared that the intellect is above everything on earth.  Er-
Razi believed in a Creator but not in prophethood, which is close to the Deist approach. Like 
Ibnu’r Ravendi, Er-Razi was also a Deist. According to both religious leaders, if the intellect 
exists to be used in this life, then there is no need for holy book and Prophets. According to 
Er Razi, someone can write better books than all holy books including Qur’an.492 When he 
declared his views, he was judged and immediately killed according to Sharia Law. Marginal 
views were not tolerated in Arabic States, neither by Abbasid Caliphate nor by the Umayyad 
Caliphate. Anything other than orthodox views in Islamic tradition was regarded as Zendeqa 
or Ilhad namely heretical thoughts or heresy.  
Despite this strict law, several religious figures still came up with their marginal ideas 
and proclaimed their thoughts among Muslims. For instance, El Hussein bin Mansur el 
Hallac claimed himself as God and address his followers as visible version of God on the 
earth. He was sentenced to death and his body was burned down and its ashes thrown into the 
Dijle River.493 His dramatic death impacted some of his followers, since his peaceful message 
had previously inspired many Muslims. Still, while some Muslims respected him as a 
religious scholar and wrote folkloric poem about him, some of them said that he was a visible 
version of Satan (Dejjal) but not God at all.494 However, in one way or the other, for his 
extreme or misunderstood thoughts, he was punished by death penalty in Baghdad in 
922BC.495     
Another Persian Muslim scholar Şahabettin Şühreverdi was killed by the order of 
Salahuddin Ayyubi due to his marginal messianic ideas which he declared in Aleppo in BC 
1191. It is rumored that when he was sent to the court, he was insulted and embarrassed by 
Muslim scholars (Ulama) with his great knowledge and they judged him as a heretical man 
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who dealt with witchcraft. Whereas he was chemist and a knowledgeable scholar at the time, 
apparently his critically thoughts on other scholars and his prophetic ideas cost his life.496 
As shown, the messianic idea in Islamic tradition has been a religious concept used by 
Muslim theologians.497 According to Jelaleddin Rumi, spiritual progress was not restricted to 
people of a particular race, culture, or religion; anyone could join him and his Sufi order.498 
For example, in his poem “Call”, Rumi emphasized that there is no prejudice against anyone:  
Come. Come again, whoever you are, come! Heathen, fire worshipper or idolatrous499, come! 
Come, even if you broke your penitence a hundred times. Ours is the portal of hope, come as 
you are.500 
In a long poem in the Masnawi, Rumi revisited the virgin birth of Jesus.501 He 
described Mary’s words after the Holy Spirit, sent by God, made its appearance in front of 
Mary. She says, "I seek refuge in God", Rumi then added that in every era there is a saint to 
spread the message of God, this goes on until the hereafter, whether he is descendent of 
Caliph Umar or Ali. “Oh you who looks for the right path, he shall be Mahdi. He is not 
known but also sitting opposite you.”502  
Often, the concept of Mahdiship is mentioned in the marginal Islamic sect of Shiism.  
Just like the twelve Apostles in the Christian faith, in Shiism, there is a belief in the twelve 
Imams.  It is held that the last Imam will be the Al Mahdi al Muhtazar, namely expected 
Messiah. After the killing of grandson of Prophet Muhammad, Husain al Sheed (martyr), an 
expected redeemer from Quraysian family will appear among Muslims to bring peace to 
World in the end of the day. According to Shia Muslims, the hidden Imam will definitely 
come to save Muslims one day. Based on this understanding, many Muslim congregations 
developed their kind of redeemer as Mahdi. For instance in the era of Abbacy and Umayyad 
times, Haris bin Suraya and Abu Muslim Horosani were regarded as Mahdi. In the Selchuk 
period in Anatolia, few religious scholars also proclaimed their messiahship. The movement 
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of Turkish Sheikh, Baba Ilyas Horosani could be considered the most influential messianic 
movement of the time before the Ottoman Empire.  Even after his death, his religious 
thoughts endured in Muslim circles and inspired many other religious messianic movements 
for centuries in Anatolia and the Balkans during the Ottoman era.503 
Another example in the history also clearly shows the understanding of Islamic 
messianism in Muslim society. An Iranian Sheikh came to Istanbul in order to declare his 
Mahdiship in 1497. He proclaimed that ‘I am the Mahdi and the redeemer for Muslim world 
and starting my jihad in Istanbul’. After his declaration he was found guilty and arrested in 
the city. He was judged in the Muslim court and killed by the Sharia Law, which was 
confirmed by Mudarris Mavlana Efdaleddin, Mavlana Arab and Molla Kestelli.504  
In the fifteenth century, another Turkish Sheikh, Shah Kulu505 shared his messianic 
idea saying that he was the Caliph of Shah Ismail who was the prominent Iranian statesmen 
of Safavi State. In 1511, Shah Kulu began his religious sermon on the tenth day of Muharram 
which is a holy day for Shia Muslims. Shah Kulu declared his religious leadership in cruel 
way by refusing to pay tax to the government. With his followers, he defeated the Ottoman 
police officers but most importantly killed a notable Ottoman general Karagöz Pasha. With 
this fatal mistake, he committed a contemptuous act against the State sovereignty and was 
immediately arrested, court-martialed and sentenced to death by the Ottoman authorities. In 
those years, another follower of Iran Shah, Nuraddin Ali Caliph promised to bring warfare to 
Muslim life in Anatolia as expected Mahdi. With his friends, he created a rebellion in favor 
of Safavid State. He attended the Battle of Chaldiran against the Ottoman State and fought for 
Shah Ismail. After the defeat of Shah Ismail, Mahdi Nuraddin Caliph escaped to Iran and 
vanished in history.506 
In the same century, a couple of religious Mahdiships emerged, but also led to 
uprisings which challenged the Ottoman authorities.  A mahdiship movement emerged in the 
center of Anatolia around 1520 under the religious leadership of Sheikh Bozoklu Jelal507 
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spread his religious message in spiritual way as messianic redeemer. In his first religious 
sermon, he proclaimed news about the arrival of Mahdi from a cave very soon. Apart from 
his religious thoughts, Bozoklu Jelal influenced his environments with his physical powers 
which he was secretly supported by twenty soldiers by the help of Iranian State, Safavid. 
According to contemporary historian Solakzade, Bozoklu Jelal must be accepted as the head 
of riot (fitne başı) and his heretical declaration must be regarded as Zendeqa for Muslims.  
His mahdiship declined when he was in the Ottoman court and his esoteric powers as Mahdi 
were rejected.508 
Like other religious scholars, some marginal Muslim theologians also succeeded in 
creating a religious movement in Turkish history. In Anatolia, Sheikh Bedreddin and his 
followers, an Ottoman Jew, Samuel, after his conversion to Islam Torlak Kemal and Borkluce 
Mustafa had tried to influence people with spiritual sermons and emphasised democracy in 
their speeches but again under the religious structure. Some believers began to call Borkluce 
Mustafa as Dede Sultan in referring to him as a leader with mystical powers.509 Sheikh 
Bedreddin’s revolt in the fifteenth century was a kind of charitable communism which was 
supported by a mystic love of God in which all differences of faith were overlooked.510 One 
source of illusion is the term itself.  
As other contemporary sources, Katip çelebi noted, a Muslim Saint, Sheikh Bedreddin 
together with a Jewish convert Torlak Kemal, rebelled against the Ottoman State.511 
According to Prof Ocak, as a Mahdiship movement, Sheikh Bedreddin’s uprising, just like 
the Babai rebellion started by Babai Ilyas in the Seljuk Empire, originated from socio-
economic struggles at that time. The only difference between them was that while Baba Ilyas 
proclaimed his prophethood, Sheikh Bedreddin proclaimed his mahdiship.512 His chief 
followers Torlak Kemal and Borkluce Mustafa converted to Islam from Judaism and worked 
in the Ottoman palace. 513  
                                                          
508 Karataş Hasan, 2011, The City as a Historical Actor: The Urbanization and Ottomanization of the Halvetiye 
Sufi Order by the City of Amasya in the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries, p. 103  PhD thesis University of 
California, Berkeley.  
509 Uzunçarşılı, Ismail Hakkı, 1987, Osmanlı Tarihi, Vol, 1. p. 364. TTK, Ankara. 
510 Lewis Bernard, Benjamin Braude, 1982, Christians and Jews in the Ottoman Empire, p.57, Vol. l. New 
York. 
511 Katip Celebi, 1988, Kitabı Cihannüma, p.54, Vol, XI., Ankara: Solakzade tarihi cilt 1 p. 183: Aşık paşaoğlu 
tarihi p. 90; As a religious leader, Sheikh Bedreddin’s thoughts became a source of inspiration for many poets in 
Turkey. 
512 Ibid. p.113. 




The revolt of Sheikh Bedreddin was the first religious rebellion in the Ottoman 
State.514 According to his grandson Halil’s historical record (menakibname), like his father, 
judge of Simavna, Sheik Bedreddin was also a well-educated judge (Qadi). As a Mahdi of his 
time, he intended to bring new rules into social life in Anatolia. With his sophisticated 
thoughts Sheikh Bedreddin spread his movement with his followers like Torlak Kemal and 
Borkluce Mustafa in Asia Minor as far as Balkans.515 In his book Varidat, Sheikh Bedreddin 
revealed the Big Bang in a materialistic way without the influence of any creator. However, it 
was due to his statements against the Ottoman sovereignty which was called ‘Huruc ale’s 
Sultan’, which means an uprising against the authority of the Sultan, that he was sentenced to 
death by hanging in the city of Serez. Well-known Ottoman religious scholars (Ulama) 
regarded his thoughts as a rejection the existence of God basically heresy called Mülhid in 
Islam.516 His movement was also seen as potential danger for society.517 Therefore, as a 
religious thought, Mahdiship has often been regarded as Zendeqa in Muslim States and found 
to be a threat to the unity of the state throughout history.518 
Another act of Zendeqa was committed an Iranian Sheikh Oğlan Ismail Maşuki who 
revealed all his marginal thoughts while he was judged in the court. This court case highlights 
the marginal thoughts of an interesting Muslim scholar in the Muslim world. Sheikh Ismail 
Maşuki who claimed himself as Mahdi said that, “when human became human, nothing is 
sinful for him anymore.”519 According to Sheikh Ismail Maşuki, his father was the ideal 
human and himself a Mahdi. He also stated that regular Salah prayer (names) to go to heaven 
is unnecessary; wine is a seed of Love and permissible (Halaal) for all Muslims; eating, 
drinking and sleeping must be all considered as praying for God. According to him, fasting, 
pilgrimage, zaqat and all sorts of things are useless; an illegal relation with any gender is 
normal attitude as long as both sides are enjoying it; the soul comes into the body with each 
new birth and leaves the body after death; everybody is a God. He even mentioned that man 
and woman make a baby and then say that God creates it, when actually they create it.520 
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Eventually, in Ottoman court, the fetvâ jurist condemned Ismâil Maşûkî to death penalty in 
1529.521  
In the same century, another Muslim Sheikh, Abu’l Hayr came up with prophetic 
declaration but strangely insulted the companions of Muhammad and also stated that Caliph 
Ali deserved prophethood more than Muhammad. According to him, part of the Qur’an is 
false (hurafa) and another part is also meaningless.  To him, wine is actually halaal but 
Muslims misinterpreted it in the Qur’an and then accepted it as forbidden (Haram).522 
As seen above, most of the Mahdiship movements in Muslim World derived Iranian territory 
due to strong messianic expectation of Shia Muslim society. Therefore, the belief of 
Mahdiship has always lived in the Muslim public-sphere in Iran.  
          In addition, from the fifteenth the seventieth century, in Yemen, Trablusgarb, Mecca, 
and Balkans, some Ottoman Muslims declared their Mahdiship in a different way but all of 
them referred to religious salvation for the Muslim World. However, in the seventeenth 
century, due to the beginning of the millennium year according to Muslim and Jewish 
calendars, some Muslim scholars declared their messianic ideas.523 For instance, the Sheikh 
of city Sakarya, Imam Ahmad sent a letter as a commandment (Şehr-i Atik) to the public in 
Eskişehir with immediate instruction for the payment of taxes as a compulsory duty after his 
Mahdiship declaration. Sheikh Ahmad declared himself the expected Mahdi of the time 
(Mehdi Sahibi Zuhur), but at the same time claimed that he has the soul of Jesus Christ on 
him. He began to sign his paper as ‘Isa Ruhullah’ means the spiritual appearance of Jesus. 
After his imprisonment, he was sentenced to a death penalty.524  
In the same century, an Arabian astrologer (Müneccim) in Edirne proclaimed his 
Mahdiship as the successor of Prophet Muhammad, but was immediately arrested for 
political corruption and sentenced to death penalty (Qatl Al Siyasi) and killed according to the 
state law.  
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In the history of Islam, there are several messianic movements, but only a few of them 
are a remarkable influence at the time of their genesis. In the nineteenth century, two notable 
Muslim leaders were declared as Messiahs by two different Muslim scholars in Asia and 
Africa, Muhammad Ahmad bin Abdullah from Sudan and Mirza Ghulam Ahmet from 
India.525   
As a religious leader of Samaniyya526 Muhammad Ahmad proclaimed his Mahdiship 
in 1881 in Sudan.527 His declaration was made during the time of Wahhabism and another 
puritanical form of Islamic revivalism which occurred during the British occupation in North 
Africa in the last quarter of the nineteenth century.528 In his time, Mahdism haunted colonial 
authorities in North and West Africa, Sudan, and Somaliland. The Sanussiya in Italy, 
dominated Libya, presented perhaps the clearest example of the expression of African 
nationalism and anti-colonialism through Islam. Pan-Islamism, the religious side of the 
culture-bound pro-Arabism and idea of Salafia also played a prominent role in the nationalist 
politics in Egypt however mostly appeared as a radical action in history scene.529 Despite his 
achievement against British-Egyptian government, Muhammad Ahmad’s Mahdist state could 
not sustain its influence for long in the North African territory. After his death, his successor 
could only pursue his messanic statements until 1898.530  
Sudanese statesman Sadik al-Mahdi who was the executive commute member of 
Sudanese Socialist Union was one of the followers of Mahdi Muhammad Ahmad. Sadik al-
Mahdi was also the founder of Mahdist party in Sudan in 1966.531 Like another radical 
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Islamic groups in Muslim Society, Fulani Congregation of Nigeria, and Muhammad Ahmad 
of Sudan established his movement in the second half of the nineteenth century.532 
One of the Ottoman archival documents mentioned the emergence of a “false Mahdi” 
of Sudan and his movement in Egypt in 1882.533  In another archival document, it seems that 
Sultan Abdul Hamid ll closely observed the Mahdiship movement of Sudan. This movement 
also took place in the Egyptian news, called Dairy al Ehram.534 Ottoman authorities decided 
to publish some booklets to demolish the influence of Messianic movement of Muhammad 
Ahmad of Sudan.535 Some correspondence between Ottoman government in Egypt and 
Istanbul mentioned the Italian and French supports to Mahdi of Sudan, Muhammad Ahmad 
against the Ottoman State.536 Another archival document indicates that British Empire 
negotiated the king of Habesh537 to defeat Mahdi movement of Sudan on condition that they 
recognize the British occupation in Egypt.538 According to another Ottoman archival 
document, Mahdi Muhammad Ahmad used the honorific title Sayid to include himself into 
Qurayshian family in order to legitimize his messianic claim, Mahdiship for Muslim 
World.539 Upon all these radical activities in Egypt, Ottoman Sultan order to send two 
warships to protect Hejaz shores from the growing Mahdi movement of Muhammad 
Ahmad.540 Mahdi Muhammad Ahmad proclaimed his Mahdiship by publishing booklets after 
succeeded the occupied Sudan.541 In response to his activities, the chief religious leader of 
Mecca issued a religious decree to emphasize his false Mahdiship and as well as his sinful 
actions in the region.542  
On the other side, local Muslims began to complain about the activities of Mahdi 
Mohammad Ahmad from Sudan. He was gathering tax from them according to his 
interpretation of the Islamic Law. Some leaders in Sudan sent a letter to the Ottoman 
Government regarding cruel treatment of Mahdi Muhammad Ahmad, who even punished and 
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imprisoned some people from the Mute Mahdi congregation in Rabiğ.543 Muslim sphere in 
Sudan is informed the Ottoman government about the ill-treatment of local Muslims by 
Mahdi Muhammad therefore local Muslims requested Ottoman intervention on the matter.  
After all illegal actions of the Mahdi, Sudanese people understood the necessity of the 
military involvement of the Ottoman rulers on Mahdi movement.544 Thereupon Ottoman sent 
a troop to Egypt to resolve the Mahdiship issue which had created anarchy in the region.545 
Mahdi Ahmad and his movement also took place in the Western media due to British interest 
in Egypt. According to English newspapers, his movement was labeled as the false messianic 
movement of Sudan.546 Another news indicates that the death news of Mahdi Muhammad 
Ahmad of Sudan was declared in 1885.547  
It is also easy to notice that English media of the time was approching similar events 
very partially. For instance, in  English newspapers, while Mahdi Muhammed Ahmad was 
labelled as “the False Prophet of the Soudan”, due to favorable political relations on the 
other side, between British governors and another Muslim leader Mirza Ghulam Ahmad who 
claimed his prophethood among others in the same century in India. He was regarded as a 
“modest man from Qadian”, in the media which clearly shows the politicisation of religion in 
the World history.548  
After the messianic proclamation of Mahdi Muhammad Ahmad, an Indian religious 
leader, Mirza Ghulam Ahmad also created an influencial messianic movement in the history 
of Muslim World. Perhaps his movement gained the most following members of the within 
its community, Moreover, his Mahdiship was slightly different from other religious 
movements because of its content which also includes eschatological prophecies made in 
Christianity, Hinduism and Islam.  
In 1894, Mira Ghulam Ahmad proclaimed himself as Mujaddid549 and later promised 
Mahdi for Muslims as well as Messiah for Christian and Hindus. His movement later called 
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Ahmadiyya or Qaldiyanism which will be explained in the following chapters in greater 
detail, and compared with the religious movement of Shabbetai Tzvi in Judaism from socio-
political and religious point of views. Like Shabbetai movement in the history of Judaism, 
Mirza Ghulam’s movement was also regarded as “heresy” in the orthodox Muslim World. 
Many Muslim states declared the movement’s followers as infidels (Kafir in Arabic) and 
rejected them from their community.550 Despite this reality, somewhat after the death of 
Mirza Ghulam Ahmad, Ahmadiyya congregation became the most massive marginal Muslim 
community in the world.  
 According to Mirza Ghulam Ahmad, the Mahdi will not be Jesus but will be someone 
who has a very similar personality to his.551 As it mentioned above, Mirza Ahmad later 
extended his claim to Hindus, stating that he was an avataar of Krishna, Kalkin.552 Like Mirza 
Ghulam Ahmad, some Muslim scholars interpreted some words of Prophet Muhammad 
according to their understanding for their religious congregation. Prophet Muhammad says 
that “a mujadid who carries my name will appear among my people in future.”553 That was 
interpreted as Ahmad and/or Muhammad by the followers of Mirza Ghulam Ahmad who 
declared his Mahdiship based on particular hadiths, but based also on his interpretations 
which always remained ambiguous in orthodox Muslim World.554 The Ahmadiyya 
congregation prefers to hide their marginal sect in Muslim society and pretend to be orthodox 
Muslim unless they gather together in their private group. As seen above, Mahdiship or 
messianic claims in the Muslim world have been occuring in society all the time and even if 
in a more marginal way.555  
In the Ottoman era, numerous messianic movements occurred not only in Anatolia but 
also in other Ottoman territories as far as Morocco. In almost every century, a couple of 
Muslim declared their Mahdiship in the Muslim world, however in second half of the 
nineteenth century, with the decline of the last Islamic state, the Ottoman Empire, 
hopelessness in the Muslim world caused some to seek religious salvation on earth. Hence, 
some of the messianic claims in Muslim society did attract many followers and impacted 
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Muslim society. However, most of the religious scholars who proclaimed Mahdiship were 
perceived as rebels against the State and were punished by the Ottoman rulers. It is because 
marginal Islamic movements were usually understood as Islamic revolts, which were 
regarded as an uprising in the eyes of the constitution of the Islamic State. For instance, a 
Muslim leader, Mohiuddin Binhani gathered fourteen thousand Muslims and waved the 
Mahdi flag in Syria. According to an Ottoman archival document in the late nineteenth 
century, Muhiddin Binhani claimed his Mahdiship and later his prophethood. His movement 
was regarded as a false messianic rebellion and alleged to damage public safety in the 
State.556 He was arrested along with his followers. Another imperial decree was issued in 
order to arrest Abdullah bin Mehmet who was planning to declare his Mahdiship with his 
followers in his visit to Mecca. In the same year, an Ottoman Muslim citizen, Hasan Baba 
proclaimed his Mahdiship in Nazilli city of Aydin province.  
Another interesting event at the same time, was the case of an Ottoman Armenian 
citizen who claimed that he was Jesus Christ.  Subsequently, he was sent to hospital in 
Izmir.557 This is another important indicator that when Muslim leaders proclaimed their 
Mahdiship, it was considered as a uprising but if the messianic movement was from Jewish or 
Christian society then the issue was not considered as a rebellion but only as a religious issue 
in the local community.  When a Muslim praying in the Valide Sultan Mosque in Istanbul,  
declared his messiahship, he was tried in court, found guilty of rebellion and sentenced to a 
death penalty.558 However, by the decree of Sultan Abdul Hamid II he was forgiven and 
exiled to another city to settle the issue. On the other hand, Shabbetai Tzvi’s movement was 
not seen as a threat, except when he decided to take over the Ottoman State.  
Similarly, when another Ottoman Muslim citizen, Hasan Effendi from Keşab claimed 
his Mahdiship, he was arrested and tried in court.559 In the following year, a similar religious 
declaration was made by Sheikh Muhiddin es Suleiman in Aleppo.560 He was arrested and 
exiled to Silifke city but governors still informed officers in Silifke to be careful about his 
attitudes.561 Similarly, another Muslim leader Hadramudlu Ahmad Berberi claimed his 
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Mahdiship in Hedjaz but was later arrested and sent to his village by the Ottoman 
authorities.562  
In the nineteenth century, these Messianic claims had increased inside the boundaries 
of the Ottoman State. Among many Mahdiship declarations, Hafiz Abdullah Effendi from 
Macedonia was not a very successful example of a messianic movement as it was not 
powerful enough to attract people. According to his correspondence, he regarded himself as a 
Mahdi and addressed his followers as a holy man who had a prophecy.563 After his 
proclamation, he was arrested before he could gain even a few followers. Khafiz Abdullah 
Effendi was sent to exile and thus his Mahdiship lost its popularity.564 
Another interesting figure who claimed his Mahdiship in Trabzon in the nineteenth 
century, was Imam Hasan Hoca, who after his prosecution in Akka, was allowed to return his 
suburb of565 in Trabzon.566 During his arrest in Yemen, Imam Hasan had received some 
amount of money by the Ottoman Government in order to not to suffer much the prison. This 
indicates the remarkable state policy of the Ottoman Empire for his citizens at the time.567 
The proclamation of his messianic movement was regarded as false Mahdiship in the 
Ottoman records.568 
When the Ottoman army fought against occupiers’ states in the War of Independence 
in Anatolia in 1919, an Ottoman citizen, Sheikh Ashraf from Bayburd city, created great 
rebellion for the sake of saving religion of Islam as Mahdi. However, according to Ottoman 
archival sources, his Mahdiship looked like a political rebellion under the Islamic guise of a 
Mahdiship movement. According to some Turkish scholars, there was some English political 
influence behind this rebellion, and its aim was to defeat Mustafa Kemal Ataturk in the War 
of Independence.569 Sheikh Ashraf and his movement were demolished by the Ottoman 
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police in a military operation in Bayburd. Interestingly, some of his followers still do not 
attend religious rituals at mosques but rather pray at home by themselves.570 
During those years, the Ottoman Caliphate published an important booklet in order to 
reveal a misunderstanding of Mahdiship in Muslim World. Moreover by the imperial decree 
of the Ottoman Sultan, well-known theologian Sheikh Jamal Uddin Afghani wrote a long text 
regarding the meaning of the expected redeemer, the Mahdi.571 
In the last century, many messianic movements appeared in Muslim society. Like 
genesis of Messianic movements in Christianity and Judaism, Mahdiship in Islamic world 
also emerged for the same reasons which are social and economic difficulty in Muslim 
society. However, some Muslim scholars argued that Mahdiship proclamation was evidence 
for a physiological or mental a human condition.572 
According to some scholars, Mahdiship is one of the fundamental aspects of the 
religions of Islam, Christianity, and Judaism.573 Ottoman Muslim theologian Said-i Nursi 
revealed Mahdiship in his book and stated that the Mahdi will bring the rightness of the 
Qur’an on Earth for the salvation of human beings.574 One of the last Turkish Muslims, 
Đskender Evrenesoğlu declared his prophethood in last decades, but due to great criticism he 
left Turkey and moved to the USA. Evrenesoglu still addresses his followers from TV 
channels.575  
As seen above, messianic revolts were regarded as revolts against mainstream religion 
and the State in the Ottoman Era. Sometimes Muslim leaders declared their Mahdiship while 
drawing on some pre-existing ideas of Messianism in Christianity.  The Qur’an refers to 
Jesus as the Messiah (Al-Maseeh), son of Mary, and God’s messenger.576 
In the Islamic tradition, Mahdi or Messiah should have a charismatic character but 
never proclaim his Mahdiship until people realize that he is the true one.577 That is one of the 
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most fundamental factors which have not been taken into consideration by most of the 
Messiah claimants in history.  
3.3 Messianic beliefs in other nations at the time of Shabbetai Tzvi  
        During the time of the Shabbetai Tzvi, the messianic expectation was circulating in 
religious communities in Jewish and Muslim spheres in the sixteenth century. According to 
the Jewish calendar, messianic expectation was very popular at the time. Mystical and 
esoteric thoughts in Muslim and Kabalistic studies in Jewish society were a common 
occurence. This emergence of messianic actions was held as miscellaneous religious 
movements from Jewish and Muslim communities, was documented in the Ottoman state 
archive from the seventeenth century.  
There were several reasons for Shabbetai Tzvi to proclaim his messiahship at that 
time. In the same year, a Muslim Sheik from Bagdad declared his messiahship and was 
arrested by the Ottoman authorities.  
In Jewish society, with the emergence of Kabbalah after the thirteenth century, 
especially its development after the persecution of Jews in Spain and Portugal, Kabalistic 
mysticism became a very popular element and driving social force in Jewish Messianism. 
This factor seems to also be applicable to classical Spanish Kabbalah. The new Kabbalah, 
Lurianic Kabbalah, developed after the Spanish mass migration to the Ottoman Empire. 
Lurianic Kabbalah interpreted the history of the world in general and Jewish exile, suffering, 
and redemption, in a particular form of drama in which God himself was involved. The 
Kabalistic system provides a backdrop to one of the most considerable messianic episodes in 
the course of Jewish history. This religious movement centered on the person of Shabbetai 
Tzvi in 1648 which was the time of messianic uprisings.578 It is possible therefore, that the 
Kabalistic mysticism led by the distinguished followers of Shabbetai Tzvi, had agitated men's 
minds as far as Carpathian villages.579 
3.4 Conclusion  
 It can be seen that messianism is interpreted in various ways across Abrahamic 
religions, at times triggering controversy around the legitimacy of certain messianic 
claimants.  Some of them spread new ideas and religious principles in society that might be 
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frowned upon by orthodox believers.  At times, society may not have been prepared for these 
novel ideas and consequently rejected the Messiahs. 
Therefore, sociologists should investigate the social conditions and circumstances at 
the time, to better understand how Messiahs were received. Weber’s work involves wide-
ranging historical studies of major world religions and the role of religious leadership. He 
engaged with ideas such as magic and taboo and analysed how social classes and status 
groups developed different conceptions of salvation.580 Weber's contemporary Emile 
Durkheim notes that, “religion is a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred 
things set apart and forbidden beliefs and practices which unite into one single moral 
community called a church, all those who adhere to them.”581  In fact, Weber and Durkheim 
already described the principles and role of religions in society and this perfectly fitted the 
example of the religious leadership of Tzvi and other messianic claimants.   
Islam like Judaism places great emphasis on religious law, much of which lies outside 
the Qur’an itself. In Islam as in Judaism, the law began as an oral tradition that was later 
codified and set down in writing. This means that Islam and Judaism are inherently less 
scripturalist than Protestantism so that divisions within them do not turn on the interpretation 
of the sacred text.582  
Another commonality across Abrahamic religions, is the notion of messianism. 
Therefore, without understanding the essence of Messianism in these religions, it is not 
possible to examine the messianic movement of Shabbetai Tzvi in history.583 From a religious 
perspective, it can be said that if Messianism is a taboo, it cannot be labelled as a false 
messianic movement in Judaism or Islam, because Messianism is a living religious 
phenomenon in all great religions like Judaism. So Jewish mysticism and its scriptures 
provided fertile ground for Shabbetai Tzvi’s messianic declaration. Therefore, Jewish 
rejection of his messianic claim cannot be a sufficient reason to discount Tzvi’s messiahship. 
As explained earlier, similar destiny was shared by Jesus Christ in Jewish history. Still, while 
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his messiahship was rejected by the orthodox Jews. On the other hand, Jesus has millions of 
followers.   
If Shabbetai Tzvi were a false messiah, then what would the characteristics of a 
legitimate Messiah be? Due to the fact that Messiahs come in different ways, messiahship 
cannot be analyzed in a rigid and dogmatic manner. One needs to grasp a broader 
understanding of the significance of Messiahship, without which one cannot understand the 













CHAPTER IV: THE LIFE OF SABBATAI TZVI AND HIS 
MESSIAHSHIP 
 
4.1 Introduction  
             This chapter reveals the life and challenges of the Ottoman Jewish Messiah of Izmir, 
Shabbetai Tzvi. In the 17th century, Shabbetai Tzvi declared his Messiahship and made 
history. This messianic movement was not the first in Jewish history, nor the last one. 
However, it gained much popularity and became the most extensive marginal sect in Jewish 
history. If it reappeared in other societies in Europe, would it have have had a chance to 
spread and flourish? From a historical perspective, this might not have been possible, because 
in fact, Ottoman tolerance towards to other religious denominations allowed it to grow, and 
thus Sabbateanism became the most remarkable religious sect in Jewish history.  
 Shabbetai Tzvi’s religious movement is also regarded as the most controversial 
messianic movement in Jewish society. However, as writers conflated his personality with his 
religious ideas, without any comprehensive sociological and historical analysis, Tzvi became 
depicted a heretical figure in history. For instance, Scholem noted that Tzvi was the most 
prominent of the modern Jewish “pseudo-messiahs”,584 when in fact, there is no substantial 
evidence to make such a strong statement as “pseudo” or “true messiah” in relation to the life 
style of Tzvi. For this particular reason, in light of Ottoman archival documents and 
secondary sources, I re-analyze the religious rituals and all events surrounding Shabbetai 
Tzvi from his birth to death. Additionally, Shabbetai Tzvi’s conversion to Islam is analyzed 
with the understanding of the Ottoman State policy regarding one’s conversion from one 
religion to another, according to Islamic and Jewish Law. The chapter aims to re-establish the 
emergence of Sabbateans (Dönme) movement in light of rare and unused Ottoman sources.  
4.2 Shabbetai Tzvi’s early education     
Shabbetai Tzvi was born within a conservative family in Izmir in 1626. His father was 
Mordecai Tzvi who was a prominent merchant in the city. According to Scholem, Tzvi’s 
family was of Ashkenazi origin. However, according Cengiz Sisman, he was of Sephardic 
origin. Not much known about her mother but her name was Clara and died in 1666 before 
                                                          




Tzvi converted to Islam.585 Meropi Anastassiadou writes that “The Sabbatean and Kuniosolar 
lived in the Northeast of the city, sharing the same neighborhoods.”586 Tzvi’s close family 
members were also living in Izmir at the time. Tzvi’s other two siblings followed the 
footsteps of their father and became businessmen. However, Tzvi has a different character 
and only showed his enthusiasm to religious subjects, particularly Kabbalah.587   
According to almost all the Western and Ottoman sources, Tzvi mastered Jewish 
mysticism and Kabbalah very well from his childhood to his adolescence. Tzvi impressed his 
environment already with his sharp mind and knowledge in his early twenties. At the age of 
twenty-two, he married a girl in Izmir, but due to his strict religious ritual which he regularly 
followed for his piety, he did not have any physical intimacy with his wife and therefore later 
divorced her. He gave very much importance to cleanliness and washed almost every day and 
also kept fasting very frequently. According to historian Derviş, these attitudes were already 
a sign of his mental problems.588 Scholem noted that Tzvi’s abnormal attitudes came from his 
psychosocial problem, called manic-depressive illness.589  
However, contemporary writers of his time, like British consul of Izmir, Ricaut stated 
that, “with his deep knowledge in Kabbalah, Tzvi produced new doctrines in Jewish 
mysticism.” In his early twenties, Tzvi already gained his popularity in his environment. 
Jewish students began to visit his house to learn metaphysic and Kabalistic knowledge from 
him.590 As a primary source, this information shows the other side of the story about 
Shabbetai Tzvi, his personality and lifestyle is pretty different than what was rumoured later 
on. With his new ideas and reformist thoughts, he managed to gather considerable people 
around him.  
Still, some Jewish Rabbis did not appreciate his attitudes in the community. 
According to some historians, as a charismatic spokesman in his young age, his increasing 
popularity led him to becoming perceived as a threat among some respected rabbis in the 
city.591 
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4.3 Religious movements of Shabbetai Tzvi and his contemporaries  
To the prophets in Abrahamic religions, the messianic thought is about the awaited 
day, the great horn will be blown and lost people in Assur country and Egypt will be gathered 
in the holy mountain in Jerusalem.592 According to Jewish tradition expected Messiah, says 
that “I will gather all my sons wherever they are executed and then bring them to valleys of 
Israel.”593  
As it is explained in the third chapter, messiahship contains similar understanding in 
Islamic tradition which is based on a mystical story of Mahdi who will come out from his 
cave where he hides himself awating for the right time in the future.594  
During those years a Muslim theologian, Sheikh Abdullah from Imadiye city in Iraq, 
created an uprising and his son Sayed Mehmet Mahdi proclaimed his Mahdiship in the city. 
Governor (Beylerbeyi) of Mosul, Pehlivan Ali Pasha, was informed by the Ottoman 
authorities in order to arrest the Mahdi Mehmet with his father. Mehmet Mahdi apologized in 
the court and asked for forgiveness from the Ottoman Sultan. In this regard, this event also 
shows that, like Tzvi, another religious leader declared his messianic idea. Contemporary 
Ottoman historian Rasit mentioned the event in Hijra 1077 years and explained the 
Mahdiship of Sheik Mehmet and his arrest in 1666.595 Thereupon Ottoman Sultan had 
forgiven him and resolved the issue in 1666 which is the date of messianic proclamation and 
arrestment for Shabbetai Tzvi in Izmir.596 Similarly, in the same years of declaration of 
Shabbetai Tzvi’s Messiahship, another Muslim scholar Sheik Ahmad claimed his Mahdiship. 
His movement was more revolt than the religious and mystical event which cost him his 
life.597  
At the time of Shabbetai Tzvi, there were similar extreme statements which were 
made by Muslim leaders. Contemporary Muslim thinker Niyâzî-i Mısrî noted that “In our 
time, there was a well-known Sheikh, named Karabaş Ali Effendi from Üsküdar in Istanbul. 
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He was working at the palace of Sultan Mehmet IV. This Sheikh wrote a religious book, 
called Risale-i Turkiyya and stated that ‘everybody has a God inside as much as a hazelnut.598  
             All these important events caused a messianic idea in Christian and Jewish World. 
Jewish in the Ottoman territories were concerning about their co-religionists in other 
countries. For instance, a prominent Jewish of the time, Elijah Capsali of Candia believed that 
the Ottoman conquest of Rhodes was part of the messianic drama leading the redemption. To 
him, the Sultan seemed a messianic figure. A poem was also written by Jews in honor of the 
Ottoman victory. The Jews in Rhodes rejoiced in the Turkish community in the Ottoman 
successes. Prof Angel noted that Jews rushed to the synagogue and prayed there openly for 
the first time.599 A Jewish proverb in Rhodes shows a similar cultural engagement between 
Turkish and Jewish communities despite religious differences.600 
During his tenure in Rhodes his community along with much of the Jewish world was 
shaken by the Shabbetai Tzvi movement. As Rhodes was not far from Izmir, Jews from the 
island probably traveled to the Messiah’s native city.601 Ottoman Jewry faced both socio-
economic and spiritual crises, the later link to the public failure of the Sabbatean movement 
coupled with its continued 'underground' influence.602  
It is a general rule that sometimes social psychology lead people to believe enigmatic 
beliefs and follow them in life. Ibn Haldun noted that mystical rumors are influencer like an 
epidemic in society. For this reason, messianic appearance of Shabbetai Tzvi is sociologically 
an understandable phenomenon in history. Certainly, there were substantial reasons for 
Jewish to believe an expected Messiah in the time of Shabbetai Tzvi.  Not only according to 
Jewish calendar but also Islamic calendar refers the millennium for the Day of Judgment.  
Additionally, Marranos initially lived as Jews in Iberia, but then converted to 
Christianity, some forcefully so. It is believed that some of them still practised Judaism 
secretly. In this sense, they would be practising Crypto-Judaism, which can be described as 
the secret adherence to Judaism. From the mid sixteenth century, the arrival of the Marranos 
                                                          
598 Bizim zamanımızda Üsküdar’da Karabaş Ali Efendi demekle meshur bir seyh-I gavi zuhur edup sultan 
mehmeti rabinin hareminde ve haricde dahi bi hesap kimseleri izlal edup telif ettigi risalei Turkiyyesinde 
‘herkeste findik kadar Tanrı vardir’ deyu, Golpinarli. A. ‘1972, Niyazi Mısri’ Sarkiyat mecmuasi VII,  p. 218, 
Istanbul. 
599 Angel, 1980, p.19. 
600 Ibid, p.161. 
601 Ibid, p.65. 




in the Ottoman state,603 increased the Jews’ influence in the money market, though there is 
little evidence that they developed a new mercantile system in the Ottoman economy. Rather, 
it seems that they brought along their practices to conform or complement the already 
existing practices.604 As Inalcik also noted that Christian oppression on Jewish people also 
coursed Crypto-Jews in Europe and this reality also catalyze the messianic thoughts in Jewish 
World. All these issues are prepared a messianic expectation for Jewish society. 
             Undoubtedly, Sahabetai Tzvi invented many religious ideas, rules, and practices, 
which led him to being a controversial figure among orthodox Jews.  Due to his educational 
background in Kabbalah, Shabbetai Tzvi interpreted the future with his spiritual mind and 
mystical leaning. His sophisticated thoughts amazed people around him. Other than his 
Kabalistic teachings, he used astrology in order to define his messianic thoughts. To him, the 
salvation for Israel would be in the month of Pisces which was symbolized by the fish in the 
horoscope, and thereupon, he prayed to God with a fish.605 Ricault shed light on his 
movement from that time and said that Shabbetai Tzvi was invited to rituals such as 
circumcisions and marriage, and wherever he went, his followers welcomed him with great 
fanfare, for example, ‘carpets or fine cloth for him to tread on’.606 
According to some writers, Shabbetai Tzvi lived in seclusion and experienced 
emotional ups and downs, to the point that many modern scholars have labeled him as a 
“manic depressive person”.607 There are several studies which deal with the mental illnesses 
of Shabbetai Tzvi. Under the influence of theories in psychology in the 1950s and 1960s, 
Gershom Scholem tends to characterizes Shabbetai Tzvi as a “manic depressive” personality 
in his magnum opus.608 A. Falk also studied about Tzvi but he analysed the mental illnesses 
of Shabbetai Tzvi from the psychological point of view rather than from a historical angle. 
Whereas, most of the writers made a similar assumption about Tzvi, Olson states that they 
reveal little about the social context of the time, and state response to the messianic 
movement. Olson meaningfully noted that: 
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Unfortunately, for Ottoman historians, this excellent work by Prof Scholem, is only 
concerned largely with the religious and messianic evolution of Sevi within the context of 
Cabbalism. It shed little light on the reaction of Ottoman authorities to Sabatai Sevi’s 
movement. The reasons and causes of Sabataist apostasy to Islam (September 1666) are 
inconclusive, and the Ottoman reasons for coercing his conversion are also unclear. In fact, 
just the conversion of Sabatai Sevi could be the subject of full-length study.609 
As Olson emphasized, historians must examine at Tzvi as the whole subject in order to reveal 
the circumstances within which his religious activities evolved.  
4.4 From Izmir to Solanica, Cairo, and Jerusalem  
There is a well-known proverb in Afrikaans that “a prophet is never given credit in his 
own town.” Perhabs this proverb explains the reason for Tzvi’s journey from his town to 
other Ottoman provinces.610 
When Tzvi declared his Messaihship for the first time in 1648, Jews were also 
suffering from the brutalities of the Russians in Ukraine and Poland.611 Tzvi was not taken 
seriously within the Jewish community, but was rather criticized by the prominent Jewish 
religious leaders in Izmir. Then he decided to leave the city for a while and went to Salonica. 
Jews in Salonica were more curious about Kabbalah. As a scholar, Tzvi was quite popular till 
he declared his messiahship in the Ottoman Jewish community. His messianic proclamation 
did not work there either and left Salonica for Mora island in 1658.612  
By the end of 1658, Tzvi came to Istanbul from Mora. On the one side, while he 
fascinated his environment with his knowledge, on the other side some of his attitudes were 
found too strange in the Jewish community. When he was in Istanbul, Tzvi bought a fish and 
prayed with it. Scholem stated that after this event, Tzvi was punished in the Jewish court in 
Istanbul.613 Tzvi again damaged his reputation in public however never left his “marginal” 
attitudes. Eventually, he was deported from Istanbul in 1659. The Jewish community in 
Istanbul did not want to see Shabbetai Tzvi anymore in their surroundings. Nonetheless, Tzvi 
left an imprint in some people’s mind. Other than spreading his own knowledge, Tzvi never 
mentioned earthly things but only referred to spiritual life for salvation. In 1659, he left 
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Istanbul for Izmir, and in that time, a great fire broke out in the Jewish quarters of Istanbul.614 
According to some Jews, this was not a good omen as they had been disrespectful towards 
Tzvi during his stay in Istanbul.615 Scholem stated that Tzvi’s approach to this great fire was 
positive because to him this fire gave signs from God for the Jews.616 
Once in Izmir, Tzvi resumed to his religious activities. His behavior sometimes even 
disturbed his family due to society’s negative reaction to him. Izmir has been a cosmopolitan 
city for centuries and tolerated many different lifestyles. However, some in the Jewish 
community regarded Tvzi’s messianic practices as a heresy.  
Some particular religious uprisings did occur in the sixteenth and early seventeenth 
century regarding fitnah (evilness) cases; however, Tzvi’s movement was not taken into 
consideration as a political revolt at the beginning of his messianic declaration.617 When the 
commotion reached outside the boundaries of the Jewish Communities, namely became a 
threat to larger social stability, the Ottoman intervened but did not punish anyone since 
Sabbateanism was not a rebellion against the Ottoman System.618 When Sabbatean movement 
is compared with Islamic messianic movement at the same time in the Ottoman territory, it is 
easy to understand that a noticeable tolerance was shown towards Tzvi’s movement by the 
Ottoman authorities. As such, Tzvi continued spreading his messianic ideas to different part 
of the Ottoman territory. With the encouragement of his brothers, Tzvi decided to go to 
Jerusalem.   
By October of 1665, Tzvi had already become a well-known religious leader in other 
nations such as Holland. Great Jewish philosopher Baruch Spinoza was also affected by 
Tzvi’s movement in Amsterdam.619 Spinoza mentioned Tzvi’s movement in his letter:  
There is a popular religious movement which is spreading rapidly in this region.  There are 
not so many of his followers here but many of them would like Tvzi to succeed in gathering 
Jews to take them to Israel. In my view, I will only believe these rumors when I receive 
proper information from the Jewish society in Istanbul. I have great interest in the influence 
of Sabbateanism among Jews in Amsterdam.620  
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According to Ricaut, as an expected redeemer, Tzvi had already impressed people with his 
sermons in the public sphere. To him, Jews were not waiting for his miracles in Egypt, 
Amsterdam or Salonica but all over the world.621 
On the other hand, somehow Tzvi’s popularity disturbed some Muslim and Jewish 
religious leaders like Sheikh Mahmud Effendi and Nehemiah Kohen from Poland. According 
to Kohen, Tzvi was deceiving people as a trickster and gathering money from poor Jewish 
people. Eventually, Kohen complained about Tzvi in Ottoman court in Edirne.622 However, 
there was no substantial evidence to confirm Kohen’s suspicions.   
It is likely that Shabbetai Tzvi was influenced by these negative and positive events 
surrounding him.  Building his reputation as a Messiah cost him much controversy in almost 
all aspects of his life. Meeting with another interesting Kabbalist, Nathan of Gaza, played a 
crucial role in improving his religious reputation. 
4.5 Relations between Kabalist Nathan of Gaza and Shabbetai Tzvi 
In all sources, Abraham Nathan Benjamin Levi bin Elisha Khayyam Ashkenazi is 
recorded as Nathan of Gaza or “false prophet” of Gaza. He was the son of a famous religious 
leader in Gaza,623 Elisa Levi, who was looked after by Rabbi Jacob Hanjies and his Jewish 
congregation in Palestine.624   This well-known Kabbalist Nathan, whom Jews also described 
as a miracle, a charismatic man of God, not unlike a Sufi Sheikh, took upon himself the 
reponsibility of being Tzvi’s public relations advisor. He was the first prophet to recognize 
Shabbetai Tzvi's messianic claims.625  
When Shabbetai Tzvi was in Gaza, he met Abraham Nathan Benjamin who played an 
influential role in the messianic appearance of Shabbetai Tzvi. Early Jewish historians 
emphasised the link between the time when Tzvi and Nathan appeared as Messiah and 
Prophet in 1665-1666, and the oppression of Jews in Poland and the Ukraine during the revolt 
of 1648-1649. The sixteen year gap between the persecutions in Eastern Europe and the 
appearance of Sabbateanism in Turkey, or the Prophethood of Nathan has been explained 
earlier in the thesis, namely that for some time, Sabbateanism developed in secret, forming 
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hidden and mystical groups of believers, which only made their public appearance in 1665-
1666.626 
When Shabbetai Tzvi came to Egypt, Nathan had already declared his spiritual 
powers among Jews. He claimed that he could connect with God. In the heyday of Kabalistic 
time, Nathan proclaimed his prophethood and called himself a man of God.627 In 1665, 
Shabbetai Tzvi went to Gaza in order to meet Nathan who was already popular among Jews 
with his religious thoughts. With his support, Tzvi declared his messiahship in 31st of May, 
1665. As soon as proclaimed his messiahship, he declared a festival on the 11th of June to 
replace the commemoration day of Roman occupation in Jerusalem. Furthermore, Tzvi 
stopped fasting for Jewish people on this day.628 This attitude was criticized by some 
orthodox rabbis in Egypt.629 Despite some negative propaganda about Tzvi’s behavior, his 
reputation reached Amsterdam and even as far as England.630  
Some letters from Nathan about Tzvi’s religious movement were transmitted to the 
public indicating Nathan’s support of Tzvi as a Messiah.631 Goldish provides remarkable 
information regarding the spiritual rituals and actions of Nathan in his letters. In these letters, 
mention was often made of miracles, and religious items as angels, Holy Scriptures, divine 
authority and Torah.632 
4.6 Sarah’s divine vision about Shabbetai Tzvi 
Shabbetai Tzvi was married five times in his life.633 Of note was his marriage with 
Sarah who had escaped the Jewish massacre in Poland, Chmielnicki Massacre in 1648. Sarah 
spent her childhood in poverty. She lost her family in the Jewish massacre and grew up in the 
Christian community for a while.  
Sarah was known for her three distinctive personality traits in the Jewish community. 
Rabbi Jacob Sasportas who regarded Sabbateanism as heresy shared his memories about 
Sarah when she came to Amsterdam in 1656. According to Rabbi Jacob, Sarah was a simple 
minded woman and always said that she will get married to the king Messiah. These rumors 
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spread to other Jewish communities as far as the Alexandria Port in the Mediterranean Sea. 
The Governor of Alexandria Port, Raphael Joseph informed Shabbetai Tzvi about Sarah in 
Egypt. Tzvi declared that the woman Sarah who proclaimed that she will marry the Messiah 
is a chosen person by God. With the guidance of Raphael Joseph Celebi, Tzvi brought Sarah 
to Cairo and married her.634 However, other sources from the seventeenth century, provide 
more coherent and consistent information with regard to Sarah and her family. Baruch of 
Arezzo, Leib ben Oyzer and another contemporary Jew, Johannes Braun unanimously 
believed that Sarah was sent to Egypt by Rabbi Isaac Levi Walle because Sarah knew about 
her marriage with the Messiah in future, when she was not even aware of Shabbetai Tzvi.635  
On one side, scholars labeled Sarah as a “wanton” woman,636 on the other side, a pure 
virgin girl who waited to marry the Messiah.637 According to Goldish, Sarah was an 
Ashkenazi Jew but grew up in Christian society. Therefore, her knowledge on Christianity 
was more than her knowledge on Judaism. She studied in a Christian school. Some scholars 
like De la Croix, preferred to use the name, Virgin Mary for her, referring to Jesus mother, 
instead of her real name Sarah. Therefore Goldish noted that as a religious woman, Mary/ 
Sarah were similar female figures in religious context. Jesus’s mother Virgin Mary was also 
labeled negatively by certain people when she was pregnant with Jesus. However, in the Holy 
Scripture as well as in the Qur’an, Mary was a virgin and Jesus was born without father, by 
God’s spiritual power.638 
According to several sources, Shabbetai Tzvi married Sarah on the 31st of March 
1664.639 Coincidentally, the name of the Prophet Abraham’s wife was also Sarah. Instead of 
damaging his messiahship this marriage increased his popularity. It is because Tzvi was 
following the Holy Scripture which is advised him to marry a modest woman.640  
Other than these rumours, Tzvi’s relationship with Sarah was recorded as an official 
marriage and she was very loyal to him. After the conversion of Tzvi to Islam in 1666, Sarah 
also converted Islam and showed her faithfulness to her husband. She embraced Islam and 
changed her name to Ayşe which was the name of second wife of Prophet Muhammad.  
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Unfortunately, most of the writers could not stay objective when they wrote about the 
Sabbatean movement due to personal religious approaches.  It is very complex and difficult 
to write on religious matters without judging them. So, controversial subjects like Sarah’s 
marriage were interpreted according to certain writers’ one-sided or biased understandings of 
the historical events. Jewish and Muslim scholars mostly negatively approached the 
Sabbatean case due to their religious background as Muslims or Jews.  
4.7 The Ottoman Empire’s perceptions of Shabbetai Tzvi 
As a religious society, Jews were isolated from the rest of the world for centuries, 
even at the time of Shabbetai Tzvi. When Shabbetai Tzvi declared his messiahship, Jews in 
Jerusalem got excited because positive hope was better than hopelessness. Lurianic Kabalists 
in particular were interested to know about the declaration of Tzvi. At the time, Jerusalem 
was still a part of the Ottoman Empire, and Jews lived in prosperity, when compared to other 
nations in the world. Well-known Ottoman traveler Evliya Çelebi visited Jerusalem after nine 
years of Tzvi’s visit and mentioned significant Jewish presence in the city.641 Shabbetai Tzvi 
had never left Ottoman territory even when he travelled to other countries from Izmir. All the 
regions he had visited were part of the Ottoman State. Tzvi knew that very well that there was 
no tolerance towards Jews outside of the Ottoman borders but especially in the Western 
world.642  
From a long trip to North Africa, Salonica, Tzvi eventually arrived in Istanbul, but he 
also realized that conservative rabbis did not appreciate his preaching in the capital of the 
city. In 1665, Tzvi decided to return to the city Izmir where he was born. However, local 
rabbis in Izmir were gathered in the house of a Rabbi by the name of Rav Yuda Morterol and 
decided to deport him from the city. Furthermore, the chief Rabbi of Izmir, Haim Benbanaste 
negotiated with the chief Rabbi of Istanbul, Yomtov Ben-Yakar to punish Shabbetai Tzvi 
when he arrived in Izmir. The Jewish community in Istanbul believed that Shabbetai Tzvi 
was damaging the reputation of Jewish people in the Empire. Therefore, chief Rabbi of 
Istanbul signed a petition with 25 other members in order to have him punished with a death 
sentence. Rabbis in Istanbul and Izmir shared the same ideas for punishing of Tzvi, believing 
that they would thus save the reputation of the Jewish society in the Ottoman State.  
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However, Tzvi was not alone anymore, but had built his reputation within some 
Jewish and even non-Jewish circles already, and thus became a holy man in the eye of 
particular prominent leaders. When he arrived in Izmir, he celebrated Hanukah with Jews in 
his environment. More importantly, on the same holy day, Rabbi Mois Galante declared that 
in his synagogue that Shabbetai Tzvi is the true Messiah.643 It can be said that this moment 
was a turning point for Shabbetai Tzvi in history.  
Now, “false” or not, the Jews in Izmir had a Messiah. This social development 
encouraged Shabbetai Tzvi to engage in further activity, and he wanted to visit the Mayor of 
Izmir (Qadi). However because of his poor Turkish, Tzvi preferred to go to the governor with 
his brother Eli. At that time, a number of Jews began to question whether Tzvi was truly a 
messiah or not. After a short while, his popularity rapidly increased from his home town to 
Rhodes, Salonica, and Sofia, even crossing the borders to spread to Austria. Thus, Shabbetai 
Tzvi established his influence on the Jews as a religious leader. Tzvi also decided to celebrate 
the 17th of July as a religious day, which was also the day that Jerusalem gained its freedom 
from the Roman Empire. Thereafter, Tzvi changed the regular Saturday prayer which 
traditionally praised the Ottoman Sultan in the synagogues of the Ottoman territory. 
Furthermore, Tzvi excluded the Sultan’s name in the regular Saturday rituals and included his 
name in the Jewish prayer. This was deemed an act of contempt against the Ottoman 
sovereignty.644 A Rabbi prayer for Tzvi’s followers read as follows: 
My siblings, the son of Israelis. Our messiah was eventually born in Izmir. His name is 
Shabbetai Tzvi and will appear with his kingdom very soon. He will get the crown of the 
kingdom from Ismael and wear it for his sovereignty because kingdom belongs to him. Then 
our messiah will disappear and nobody will know whether he died or whether he is alive. He 
will go to the Sabbatean River to get rest on Saturday. Whoever passed by the river on Holy 
Saturday will be punished because of his disrespectful attitude.645 
During that time, writers also mentioned the events surrounding Tzvi, which indicates 
the social and esoteric effects he had on society. For instance, British Consul of Izmir, Ricaut 
transmitted his remarkable observations in his book, The History of the Turkish Empire. 
According to him, all Jewish cities in the Ottoman Empire were awaiting the arrival of the 
Messiah. Due to this expectation, commercial life was negatively affected which caused 
scarcity of stock in certain cities. According to Ricaut, Jews were waiting for the expected 
Messiah shut down their shops and stopped working. People began to talk about honor, 
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respect, spirituality, salvation, and piety. They were waiting for a miracle to happen. Many 
Jews followed a religious tradition along the lines of “be fruitful and multiply.”646 Upon this 
verse in Torah, some Jews in Izmir and Salonica who believed him, married their children off 
before the age of adolescence and only focused on the messianic miracles predicted to occur 
at the time of Armageddon or apocalypse.647 
4.7.1 Tzvi’s Arrest in Izmir  
As a result of his social achievements, Tzvi decided to declare his kingdom in the 
world. He intended to be the king of the kings and to divide the world one by one for his 
second level kings.648  What began as a religious matter, thus became a socio-political issue 
and a matter of concern for the Ottoman State. Due to war between Ottoman and Venice, 
Ottoman authorities decided to quickly resolve this issue.  Tzvi was arrested and imprisoned 
in 1666.649 Şişman notes that in 1665, Shabbetai went to Constantinople where he was 
arrested.650 However, according to newly found Ottoman documents, Shabbetai Tzvi was 
arrested in Đzmir and sent to Đstanbul. In February 1666, he was arrested and imprisoned after 
his boat was intercepted by the authorities en route to Istanbul.651 
When Tzvi was arrested in Izmir, he was taken by way of Marmara Sea to Istanbul, 
but due to adverse weather conditions, he was imprisoned in Kilidbahir in Gallipoli. Despite 
his arrest, he was still able to preserve his popularity among his followers, some of whom 
travelled to Istanbul by the way of the overland road, thinking he would be there.652 
According to the reports of chief judge (Qadı) in Izmir, Jewish Rabbis complained 
about Shabbetai Tzvi and wanted to judge for his messianic idea, however, this was not 
sufficient reason for the Ottoman authorities to arrest him. Tzvi was chained and imprisoned 
in a fortress in Gallipoli, waiting for judgment day, but never complained about his situation. 
It is because he believed that the pain, struggle and challenge were a sign of messianic 
redemption in this world.653  
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While the Messiah was planning to convert the Sultan to Judaism and take over the 
control of the Ottoman palace, ironically he ended up converting to Islam. The Sultan called 
for the Messiah, but the result was contrary to what he had imagined, as explained later. This 
trial resonates with the view of Minkin, that Tzvi became a 'Suffering Messiah' with still 
greater honor attributed to him.654 To Minkin, the “suffering Messiah had no taste for 
martyrdom, [he] accepted the challenge and donned the white Turkish turban”.  This sounds 
more like a narrative based on imagination or speculation rather than a historical record 
because there was no expectation from converts to wear a white Turkish turban.655 However, 
it may be said that this period must have been one of hardship for Tzvi.  
Besides, as an extreme controversial event, society was divided into two camps, one 
with his followers who believed that Tzvi is the true Messiah and the other with massive 
crowds of Jews, Muslims and Christian community who were displeased by Tzvi’s 
trangressive acts in the state. Some of them ridiculed Tzvi and his messianic declarations. 
The arrival of the Shabbetai Tzvi in Gallipoli intersected the Passover. Oddly enough, Tzvi 
ate some part of the lamb that day, which was against the Jewish tradition.656   
In general, while for some, his attitude was regarded as heresy, his followers were 
slavishly accepting his new rules as divine messages from God. On one hand, orthodox Jews 
wrote letters to the Ottoman palace stating that Tzvi should not Izmir, on the other hand, his 
followers tried to meet him by travelled along the coast towards Gallipoli, and paying the 
guards to see him.  In order to settle the tension, Ottoman authorities still allowed the 
followers of Shabbetai Tzvi to visit him while he was in prison in the Gallipoli Peninsula. 
This treatment was misinterpreted by the followers of Tzvi as the Ottoman vizier for 
supporting of Shabbetai Tzvi’s messiahship. Most probably Ottoman statesmen did not 
realize that the tolerance they showed towards the messianic declaration of Shabbetai Tzvi 
would increase his popularity in future. Tzvi began to receive visitors from Germany Italy, 
Ukraine, and Holland, Poland and it turned into a form of religious pilgrimage. In this way, 
Ottoman soldiers also received gifts and donations to look after Shabbetai Tzvi during his 
arrest. Therefore, security guards did not complain to the Ottoman Government with regard 
to the massive gatherings of visitors from all over the world.657 
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Despite the negative developments between Shabbetai Tzvi and the Ottoman palace, 
Tzvi’s followers believed that confinement of Tzvi was a noticeable sign for the imminent 
fall of the Ottoman Empire.658 Religious issues became a common social matter in the 
Ottoman society and threatened public security in the State. Thereupon, on the second of July 
1666, a special natural event happened in the world, namely a solar eclipse. This brought 
great hope for Tzvi and his movement. Almost all Turkish contemporary sources mentioned 
this solar eclipse during the imprisonment of Shabbetai Tzvi in the Kilid Bahir castle in 
Gallipoli. This was interpreted as a positive sign for the followers of Shabbetai Tzvi.659 
4.7.2 The Ottoman Empire’s response to Tzvi’s controversial statements   
      The Ottoman administrators did not interfere with this religious subject at the 
beginning; however when Shabetai Tzvi started to threaten the Empire with his idea of 
kingship, the religious matter turned into a political one in the Empire. Therefore, after his 
imprisonment in Gallipoli in 1666, Shabbetai Tzvi was brought to Edirne for his judgment 
and questioned in front of the Sultan Mehmet IV.660  
At the time, Ottoman Sultan Mehmet IV was affected by the current messianic events 
in his country. Sultan Mehmet ordered to find the heretical book, Al Fiten ve’l-Melahim and 
ordered to burn it immediately. Melahim means possible conflict in future and referred to all 
negative things such as sin, war, fire and all other similar calamities. Many Muslim scholars 
of the Middle Ages mentioned the dangerous knowledge of Melahim in their books.661 
Ottoman official historian of the time, Abdurrahman Pasha provided insightful information 
with regard to this interesting event. He remarkably noted that: “His excellency immediately 
ordered to burn a book, called Melahim. Undoubtedly His Excellency did a great holy job 
when he ordered to burn down such a heretical book”.662  
4.7.3 Tzvi’s conversion to Islam  
When Shabbetai Tzvi was brought to court for judgment, he realized that his religious 
declaration of become the king of kings could be regarded as a form of contempt against the 
Ottoman state’s sovereignty. This fatal mistake would have caused him his life, had he then 
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not converted to Islam. His conversion to Islam caused some disappointment in Turkey but as 
well as in Eastern Europe.663 Baer importantly stated that “Rabbi Shabatai Tzvi converted to 
Islam rather than become a martyr” which was the turning point of Sabbatean movement in 
history.664 
Besides that, unfortunately, there are only few documents about the conversion of 
Tzvi in 1666 because most of the Ottoman records (mühimme defter) got lost between 1665 
and 1678.665 One of the few remaining documents is the letter below, which was found in 
Germany and published by Franz Babinger.666  
To His Excellency chief door keeper, 
A Jew who converted to Islam and is still in the prison in Edirne, some of his followers also 
requested to come to Edirne in order to join their leader even on condition of embracing 
Islam. Please urgently inform me whether it is right or not to send them through to Edirne 
city.667 
Other than this record above, Afyoncu recently found remarkable documents with regard to 
the arrest and later the conversion of Shabbetai Tzvi in the Ottoman court in 1666. He also 
discovered the salary papers of Aziz Mehmet Effendi.668 
The Sabbatean Jews carved a new religious identity for themselves beyond the ambit 
of Judaism. Tzvi’s conversion to Islam added an interesting dimension to their self-
determination. Still it may be argued by some that because Tzvi was a ‘converse Messiah’ 
who changed to Islam to save his life, his conversion was not an authentic one and therefore 
that his followers were also in a predicament about where to situate themselves between the 
two faiths of Judaism and Islam.669  
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Particular Ottoman official historians recorded the messianic movement of Shabbetai 
Tzvi at the time.670 Abdi Pasha related his version of the circumstances leading up to Tzvi’s 
conversion. He wrote,  
Some time ago, a Haham (Rabbi) appeared in Izmir. After all the dialogue, the mentioned Rabbi denied 
all the follies attributed to him.671 When it was proposed that he embrace Islam and he was told with 
this certainty at the end ‘after this meeting there is no way to escape.  You embrace the faith or you will 
immediately be put to death.’672  
Like Abdi Pasha, in the next century, another Ottoman historian Mehmet Aǧa 
Fındıklılı notes that some notable people in the Ottoman palace who were heads of religious 
affairs (Sheikh ul Islam) complained that they were suspicious of Hayatizaade Mustafa 
Effendi, who had converted to Islam and one of the two individuals who advised Tzvi to do 
the same. The chief religious leader of the Sultan Mehmet IV, Qadizade Vaiz Vani Effendi 
also played a crucial role in the conversion of Tzvi according to some historians. The Sheikhs 
suspected that Mustafa Effendi might be secretly practising Judaism as a Crypto-Jew. This 
could cast doubts on the sincerity with which Tzvi practised Islam.673  
According to most of the scholars who studied on the Shabbatean movement, the 
conversion of Shabbatai Tzvi in the Edirne court was a forced conversion by the Ottoman 
State. Şişman noted that “since he (Hayatizade) was already a forced convert, it is not 
difficult to assume that he was practicing a Crypto-Jewish lifestyle at the palace”.674 Şişman’s 
assumption and his statement on the “forced convert” would be inaccurate from a historical 
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perspective, according to the Ottoman State law. Firstly, the process of his religious 
movement until his judgment must be well analyzed in terms of the sociological 
circumstances of the time in the Ottoman Empire. For instance, while Ottoman Government 
ignored his messianic declaration for a long time, what suddenly made him guilty in front of 
the Ottoman law? On the other hand, in order to understand the situation of this kind of 
conversion in the Ottoman history, one must know the Ottoman law system and the State 
policy of the Ottoman Empire. Shabatai Tzvi was found guilty not for his messianic 
declaration but in fact his negative political statement against the Ottoman constitution.675 
According to Ottoman law, the death penalty was issued for few critical reasons in the 
Ottoman State. These were categorized under the political crimes as illegal actions against the 
sovereignty of the Ottoman Sultan and not recognizing the authority of the Ottoman 
Sultan.676 In this situation, Ottoman State policy produced imperial decree (fatwa) to punish 
the criminal as a political offender which is called "al-Qatl al-Siyasi” (death sentence for 
political offence) in the Ottoman time.677 This action was based on Islamic doctrines and 
custom law.678 A similar implementation for this rule was issued in the same way according 
to Ottoman law.679 In this sense, conversion from Judaism to Islam of Shabbetai Tzvi must be 
well understood in terms of judicial system of the Ottoman State.680 
Tzvi incriminimated himself according to the state law in the Ottoman Empire. In 
terms of the constitution, there was no exception to save his life other than Sultan’s 
permission. Under these circumstances, Tzvi was brought to the Supreme Court in Edirne and 
judged by the Ottoman authorities. Judgment was mere formality but rather a last chance to 
defend himself in front of the law.  Tzvi did not actually realize the measure of plague he 
caused for himself when he made such an extreme ill statements against the Ottoman Law.  
In 16th September of 1666, Thursday, imperial council was gathered for the judgement of 
Tzvi at the palace called Yeni Köşk in Edirne. In the council, official governor of the 
provincial district (Qaymaqam) Kara Mustafa Paşa, head of Islamic Affairs (Sheikh ul Islam) 
Minkarizade Yahya Effendi, an Ottoman bureaucrat Vani Effendi and some few Ottoman 
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statesmen were at present. Sultan Mehmet IV was watching the court case from a secret 
window. Contemporary Ottoman historian Abdi Pasha described the case in greater detail.681 
Tzvi was listening to the judge who expressed all the trouble he caused in the state. 
Ricaut provides interesting information with regard to the court case. Also, due to his 
spiritual statements about his Messiahship, the Ottoman authorities asked him to show his 
miracles during the judgment. The court decision was to hang him naked and test him with 
arrows. If arrows did not hurt him, then the Sultan and everybody would accept him as the 
true Messiah. This said, other than Ricaut, no historians gave such details about his court case 
in Edirne Palace.682 
Despite the absence of such as information in Turkish sources, Ricaut stated that one 
of the chief doctors at the Ottoman Palace, Hayatizade Mustafa Effendi who was Moche Ben 
Raphael Abravanel before he converted to Islam, , was the translator from Hebrew to Turkish 
during the court case.683 Hayatizade told Tzvi that due to his scandalizing statements there 
was no chance for him anymore unless he converted to Islam. Abdi Pasha also described that 
Tzvi had to choose between converting to Islam and signing his death penalty. Perhaps, Tzvi 
did not want to die like Jesus but as a reformist Messiah prefer to alive and pursue his 
religious thoughts in a different way.  Thereupon in the court, Tzvi denied all the allegations 
about himself and converted to Islam.684 This begs the question: Did Tzvi convert by his own 
will? If he did not, then would his conversion be regarded as legitimate? 
“What was to happen when an idolater forced an Israelite to transgress one of the 
commitments of the Torah on pain of death?” asked Maimonides in the Mishneh Torah. The 
answer to that question is clear: “He transgressed and did not suffer death because it was said 
in the commandments that when a man performed them, he would live and not die.”685 That 
means Tzvi’s conversion to Islam was not against the main principles of Judaism. Then how 
it must be considered from an Islamic point of view? 
As explained above, there is no force or compulsion in Islam.686 The Ottoman Empire 
ruled according to the Islamic teachings derived from the Qur’an, which states, “There is no 
                                                          
681 On altıncı penc- şenbih gününde Yeniköşk’de nazagah- ı Hümayunda akd- i meclis olunup ... Bade külli 
kelam mezbur haham ol kendi hakkında söylenen türrehat-ı inkar eyledi. . Abdurrahman Paşa, 2008, p. 247. 
682 Rycaut, 1686, p. 181. 
683 Islam Ansiklopedisi, 2010, Hayatizade Mustafa Feyzi, pp. 16, 17. Vol. XVII, DIA, Istanbul. 
684 Baer. 2007, p. 143. 
685 Leviticus. 18:5 




compulsion in religion, truth stands out clear from error”, and the Ottoman customary law. 
Therefore, any coercion to make people convert to Islam would be considered as an 
unacceptable crime against the State constitution.  Due to this, Şişman’s point that the 
“Messiah was threatened, be a Muslim or prepare to die”687 could be regarded as unfounded. 
Unfortunately, similar false statements have been made by several scholars in Turkey and 
Europe, due to lack of knowledge about the State law of the Ottoman Empire.688 Many 
writers have repeated or re-interpreted Şişman’s statement without analyzing Ottoman Sharia 
law, thus misintepreting the event with regard to the conversion of Shabbetai Tzvi.689 
In brief, conversion to Islam must be well understood in the context of the teachings 
of the holy scripture of the Qur’an, that there is no need to force anyone to embrace Islam.690 
Thus, neither the Sultans of an Islamic Empire nor his religious environment could allow 
someone to convert to Islam by force. This means that after his fatal mistakes, conversion to 
Islam was offered to Shabbetai Tzvi by another Jewish convert, Hayatizade to save his life.  It 
is explained in the Qur’an that, “Do not fight them at al-Masjid al-Haram until they fight you 
there […] and if they cease to fight, then indeed, God is forgiving and Merciful.”691 In the 
case of Tzvi, at no point did the State compel Tzvi to convert to Islam, however his decision 
to convert illustrated that he no longer wished to rebel against the Ottoman State. 
Therefore, the above verse in the Qur’an inspired the Ottoman statesman 
(Hayatizaade) to give the last chance to someone like Shabbetai Tzvi who was sentenced to 
death already. Thus, from the label of rebel, he was now documented as “honored by the 
glory of Islam” in the official registration books.692 Briefly, it must be understood that the 
legal implementation of the Ottoman authorities towards Shabbetai Tzvi cannot be labelled as 
an oppressive move on their part. Tzvi was never compelled to convert to Islam. Forced 
conversion is not only against the Qur’anic teaching but also the Constitution of the Ottoman 
Empire.693 Therefore, such a saying “when Tzvi was brought to court, he was forced to 
convert to Islam” cannot be accurate in a historical and religious context.  
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4.7.4 After Tzvi’s conversion to Islam 
        When Shabbetai Tzvi converted to Islam in the Ottoman court in the Edirne Palace, he 
began to live like a Muslim in the society. After his conversion to Islam, there was some 
misunderstanding in scholarly work about Tzvi’s appointment in the Ottoman palace. Some 
scholars noted that Shabbetai Tzvi was appointed as a Chief Keeper of the Gate in the 
Ottoman Palace.694 Freely also noted that, “Tzvi was appointed as the chief keeper of the gate 
with 150 Ottoman pound (akçe) salaries”.695 Contrary to these statements, the Ottoman 
Archival documents illustrate the matter of the appointment which as a pension package from 
the Kapıcıbaşı unit in the Palace, i.e. from the post of Chief Keeper of the Gate.696 Cengiz 
Şişman noted that “the Messiah was appointed as the keeper of the Gate in Chief 
(Kapıcıbaşı)697 in the Ottoman palace. Although a common statement made by most of the 
scholars, Şişman’s statement about the appointment of Shabbetai Tzvi after his conversion is 
not accurate. It is because according to later research, it was found that Tzvi was not 
appointed as chief keeper of the gate in the Ottoman palace. He only received the package 
from the Kapıcıbaşı unit.  
Moreover, the kapıcıbaşı post is equal to a military general in the Ottoman State. In 
order to become a kapıcıbaşı, one must have had considerable experience in the Ottoman 
army. Tzvi in fact had no knowledge with regard to the Ottoman military system or policy. 
Therefore, how could the Ottoman Sultan have appointed him for such a high profile post? 
An ordinary citizen or religious leader like Tzvi could not have taken such a position in the 
state organizations of the Ottoman Empire.698 
Other developments after Tzvi’s conversion include name change. Tzvi changed his 
name to Aziz Mehmet Effendi, and the principles he now taught showed consideration for the 
Muslim faith as well. These became known as 'the 18 commandments', including the 
prohibition against marriage outside of the sect, the external observance of Muslim custom 
and religious ritual.699 
In the seventeenth century, despite his conversion, the reputation of Shabbetai Tzvi 
remained well-spread beyond the boundaries of the Ottoman state. He influenced many 
                                                          
694 Şişman, 2004, p.38: Freely, 1934, p. 141. 
695 Freely, 1934, p.74. 
696 Afyoncu, 2013, p. 205. 
697 Sisman, 2004, p.  126. 
698 Islam Ansiklopedisi, 2011, ‘Kapıcı’ (Abdülkadir Özcan), p. 346, cilt, 24, DIA, Ankara. 




Muslims, Christian and Jews but also affected some influential Ottoman statesmen of his 
time. An interesting event is sufficient to show his impact on the public. In 1668, a well-
known religious leader, Yitzhak from Timesaver city, Rabbi Yitzhak intended to meet 
Shabbetai Tzvi, and for this reason, he left Hungary and came to Edirne with his family. 
When he arrived in town, his two years old baby, Menachem ben Yitzhak Ashkenazi got a 
deathly epidemic. There was limited knowledge about the sickness or its cure; ttherefore, the 
family members lost all hopes for their two years old boy. With the suggestion of Tzvi’s 
followers, the two years old ill boy Menachem Yitzhak was showed to Shabbetai Tzvi as the 
last chance. When Tzvi saw the child, he put his hands on child’s hand and prayed for a 
while. Thereafter, Tzvi turned to the child’s mother and said that this child would be well 
soon. Eventually, Menachem was cured and grew up to become the general secretary of Chief 
Rabbi of Edirne, Avram Sarfati II in the last quarter of the seventeenth century.700 
As understood from this passage, conversion to Islam was the only change in the 
outlook of Shabbetai Tzvi. He structured his religious movement which secretly grew even 
after his death and shaped in many different forms over the centuries.  
4.8 Last years and death  
Shabbetai Tzvi was not the first Messiah whose news spread openly and then more 
secretely by his followers in the Ottoman society.701 Author Bali importantly explained that 
taking the comparison to the far extreme, one could suggest that Shabbetai Tzvi was like 
Jesus the Messiah to his followers. Like Jesus, Shabbetai Tzvi was a Jew whose followers 
broke away from the mainstream religion and established a new sect. This move therefore 
stressed divine renewal, a concept drawing from Judaism but radically departing from it.702 
Maybe, therefore, Şişman rightly pointed out that “Shabbetai Tzvi’s messianic movement 
was deemed as one of the ‘seditious’ movements in the early modern Ottoman context. Like 
other extreme or ‘heretical’ and messianic movements, the Sabbatean movement was treated 
very cautiously by the Ottoman authorities in accordance with specific historical 
circumstances”.703 
From a Jewish point of view, Lewis stated that the Shabbetai Tzvi affair had a 
destructive impact on the Jewish communities in the Ottoman Empire. He said that, “Sevi left 
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them a double legacy: on the one hand, discouragement verging on despair; on the other, an 
unprecedented reenforcement of rabbinical power” which indicates how influential Shabbetai 
Tzvi’s messiahship was.704 
  Tzvi lived in Edirne after his conversion to Islam. It was believed that he practised 
Islam, but some eye witnesses reported that he was secretly reading Torah in his house. 
Thereupon, Ottoman authorities judged him again in the Edirne magistrate court.  
Apparently, his responses could not satisfy the judge in the court and he was deported to the 
Ulcinj city in present day Albania, where he lived for his entire life.705  Orientalist Joseph van 
Hammer also made a similar statement and mentioned that after the exile, Tzvi lived more 
twenty years.706 
Many unfair labels were attached to Shabbetai Tzvi by society even while he was still 
alive. However, Tzvi and his followers preferred to live in the burden of silence, as Şişman 
emphasized in his study.707 On the one hand, the Rabbis anathematized their ‘heretical’ 
leanings, and on the other hand, the Ottoman officials accused them of being ‘insincere’. 
Because of this dual pressure, the Jewish Sabbatean believers had to either emigrate or keep 
their beliefs in secret.708 Shabbetai Tzvi died there in 1676, ten years after his messianic 
declaration. His grave was visible till the 1940s but then got destroyed during the Second 
World War.709 
After the death of Tzvi, or rather Aziz Mehmet Effendi, his followers continued to 
pursue religious practices of their religious leader. The congregation was divided into three 
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parts, Yakubi, Karakase and Kapani, but remained as a hidden congregation in world 
society.710 English traveler Edward Browne passed by the Greek city of Larissa and reported 
his observation about Sabbatean groups in the city. Browne stated that, “I heard of some 
hymns sung by followers of a Jewish imposter Shabbetai Tzvi in 1669. Fortunately Ottoman 
general Kasım Pasha punished them before”.711  
In 1682, Tzvi’s letters were discovered and created a huge wave of excitement in 
Jewish settlements. His letters shared parts of his religious teachings, such that after his 
death, his Messiahship did not subside but endured in a different form.712  
4.9 Conclusion  
Unfortunately, as a religious subject, the Sabbatean movement could not gain as much 
popularity among Turkish scholars as other religious movement did in the Ottoman territory. 
Protestantism, Jehovah's Witnesses or Suryanism713 in Christianity714, and Alavi, 
Qadianism715 or Shi’ism in Islam have been researched more extensively than the Sabbatean 
religious movement.716 Yet, this minority Jewish sect may be worthy of further research, not 
only as a religious movement, but because it is also deemed the first Zionist movement in 
Jewish history dating back to the 17th century.717 
According to Goldberg, the Ottoman Jews faced both socio-economic and spiritual 
crises, but the Sabbatean movement which went ‘underground’, influenced both societies, 
Muslim and Jewish ones.718 The memories of the Sabbatean movement were transmitted 
from the generation to generation which inspired the followers of messianic movement of 
Shabbetai Tzvi.719 
Tzvi had structured his religious action before he died; however it was his community 
that developed the Sabbatean sect, also called the sect of Crypto-Jews.720 After the death of 
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Tzvi, his popularity increased among his followers. Jacob Frank, a Jewish religious leader 
from Poland proclaimed his messiahship by saying that Tzvi’s soul was living in his body 
through reincarnation. Following a revelation from Heaven according to Frank, he converted 
to Christianity in 1750 and pursued his messianic statements as a Christian.721 It seems that 
the conversion to another religion became perceived as a kind of piety in the Sabbatean 
community. 
Even after his death, several questions remain to be explored, and the Sabbatean 
movement remains an influential religious movement in world history.722 
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CHAPTER V: SABBATEANISM AFTER SABBATAI TZVI 
5.1 Introduction  
This chapter aims to illustrate how the marginal sect of Sabbateanism situates and 
structures itself between two mainstream religions, Judaism and Islam. This is why some 
refer to the Sabbateans as ‘Mohammedan Jews’. As a religious movement, after the death of 
Aziz Mehmet Effendi, or Shabbetai Tzvi before his conversion, the sect began to be called 
Sabbateanism or the sect of “Dönmes” in Western literature.  Before his death, Shabbetai 
Tzvi converted to Islam in order to save his life but also according to him, to save his 
believers who converted to Islam with his guidance.  
In this regard, it can be asked how exactly Sabbateanism flourished after the 
Messiah’s and some of his followers’ conversion and also how it developed 
within particularly in the Jewish and Muslims circles. After their conversion to Islam, 
Sabbateans were called Avdeti and later Donmes, which means converted in Turkish, but with 
a negative meaning of being unstable or untrustworthy. The concept could be partially similar 
to that of Crypto-Jews in Western literature. In the Ottoman society, Sabbateans preferred to 
be called Avdeti which is a more polite way to identify them.723 These definitions help us to 
better understand the public image of Sabbatean movement in world societies from the past to 
present. In this thesis, they are rather called Sabbateans.  
This chapter also attempts to reveal the current situation of Sabbateanism and its 
followers who mostly live in Salonica, Istanbul, and Izmir. From the beginning of the 
Sabbatean movement to the present, the question of how Sabbateanism has changed and 
developed will be one of the aspects of our scrutiny, in the light of Ottoman and Turkish 
sources. In this section, I analyze unused sources to trace different periods of the Sabbatean 
movement and its subsequent sectarian development.  
5.2 Controversies surrounding Sabbateanism 
As explained in the first chapter, the word Donme, written in Ottoman Turkish as 
Dönme دونمه or Avdeti ودتئع , is a colloquial word rather than an academic term. With time, 
this term became a common word to indicate the Sabbateans’ religious identity in the 
Ottoman society. Donmes is often translated as convert or turncoat, the most famous 
                                                          




appellation used for naming and describing the Ottomans and Turkish Sabbatean 
communities.724 Marck David made a remarkable statement about Sabbateans when he 
described Sabbateans as those who adopted the “Dônme religion and identity, not simply 
Jews, not merely Muslims”.725 This is another way of saying Jews in Islam, or as revealed in 
the first chapter Mohammedan Jews, namely Sabbateans.  
Furthermore, Rıfat Bali importantly asks why Dönmes are hated so much.726 This is 
an important question to answer in terms of the understanding of this marginal sect in Jewish 
history, but in fact, this applies for all marginal movement in other religions. The difference 
between the terms Dönme and Sabbatean is that while Dönme was humiliating those 
believers, presenting them as untrustworthy, the term Sabbatean was more affirming as it was 
derived from the name of Sabbateanism’s founder, Shabbetai Tzvi.  
         In the Jewish tradition, it is a common believed that if a new baby is born on Saturday, 
he was named Shabbat Shebti which is how Shabbetai Tzvi received his name.727 Children 
born on a Sabbath were frequently called Shabbetai.728 In this sense, it is possible to say that 
Sabbateanism derives from the name of Shabbetai Tzvi but originally comes from the term 
Sabbath in Judaism. Likewise another marginal sect in Christianity, Sabbatarianism729 has 
been established based on the Sabbath theory, and Christian believers of the sect follow the 
Saturday rituals with similar principles.730 However, Sabbateanism only became a proper sect 
after the death of Shabbetai Tzvi. 
5.3 Sabbateanism as a hidden sect  
  Generally, the Jews’ views on Sabbateanism were similar to the Turkish views in the 
Ottoman society. Undoubtedly, the Sabbatean movement secretly developed after the 
conversion of Shabbetai Tzvi in 1666. As a religious sect, it was always seen as an 
unacceptable and unethical belief within Judaism. The orthodox Jewish community in 
Ottoman society regarded this group as heresy, and many Rabbis issued negative religious 
decrees against the Sabbateans.  
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However, another factor played a crucial role in making Sabbateans evil in the eyes of 
the public. Writers and historians wrote about Sabbateans with much exaggeration and 
labelled them as heretical in society. Thus, Sabbateans gradually became scapegoats for 
socio-economic and political issues in the public sphere, and their movement was officially 
recorded as “a heretical movement” by most writers. For instance, when Hanna Swiderska 
mentioned that, “the Messiah was one of the latter, directed against the Jewish religion and in 
particular against the False Messiah”, he also meant Shabbetai Tzvi.731 Miriam noted that, 
perhaps, understand how a great number of Jews in the seventeenth century were willing to 
follow the weary bizarre of Shabbetai Tzvi732 Similarly, Scholem noted that “there is no 
doubt that Shabbetai Tzvi was a sick man, it is worth-while to try and understand the nature 
of his illness. His contemporaries speak of him as a mad man, a lunatic, or a fool.733 To 
Scholem, the sources suggest with almost absolute certainty that Shabbetai suffered from a 
manic-depressive psychosis, possibly combined with some paranoid traits- a constitutional 
disease.734   
With the same understanding, Lehmann noted that the eighteenth century came on the 
heels of an abortive messianic movement around “the False Messiah Shabbetai Tzvi of 
Izmir” who had attached a large number of followers throughout the Ottoman Empire and 
Europe and across the entire spectrum if Jewish society.735 Lastly, Şişman repeated that he 
was a “False Messiah.”736 Like Scholem, Şişman also preferred to call Tzvi as a mystic Rabbi 
from Izmir, but almost no scholars called him only with his name.737 Once the clergy learned 
of Sabbateanism’s heretical character, some scholars would have judged the people of 
Shabbetai Tzvi’s sect.738 These common approaches completely show that Tzvi was already a 
negative figure in the past and no chance to defense himself as a founder of his sect. The 
purpose of this thesis undoubtedly not to defense a controversial messianic movement in 
history but rather as all other faiths, Sabbatean sect also must be considered as a religious 
belief whether it is hidden or not. From a believer point of view, if the Sabbatean movement 
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is still a valid religious belief, then as most popular religions like Christianity or Islam, 
controversial sect Sabbatean movement also at least deserve a respect as a religious 
movement in the world. From the time of Shabbetai Tzvi to the present, very rare authors 
emphasized the remarkable achievements of the community in mercantile and social affairs in 
the Ottoman State, which approached more understandingly to the Sabbateans at the past.  
         Oddly enough, as an Islamic Empire, Ottoman State did not recognize this sect as a 
problematic congregation in the society. Some official correspondents highlight a historical 
fact that Ottoman treatment to the Sabbatean movement was not in hostility throughout 
history.739 For instance, according to an archival record, Sabbateans in Salonica lived 
peacefully under the Ottoman society. In this document, a Sabbatean lady named Rabia who 
was the daughter of Şeşbeşzade Osman Effendi ruined away from her house to the house of 
the Mayor and asked for protection. Rabia wanted to convert to Islam from Sabbateanism, but 
due to social pressure, she was scared to stay in her house anymore. Thereupon, she is saved 
at the house of the Mayor Ibrahim Bey in Salonica till the Mayor settled down the issue.740  
Similarly, another Ottoman archival document provides important evidence to 
understand that in fact, Ottoman rulers were aware of the “Muhammedan Jews” in the 
community. For instance, some archival records highlight that a Sabbatean (Avdeti) merchant 
nicknamed Honiyos from Karakaş family in Salonica escaped to another city and this was 
reported to Istanbul by the local government. One remarkable example in Ottoman history 
illustrates the Turkish approach to minor religious movement under the Ottoman State which 
was ruled by Sharia Law. However, despite these official reports, Ottoman administrators did 
not deal Sabbateans’s identity but rather threat them as ordinary citizens in the society.741 It is 
because as it mentioned earlier, with multicultural understanding, Ottomans always showed 
tolerance to other beliefs and minorities. It is clearly understood from this document that 
Ottoman administrators called them as Avdeti without negatively labeling them in any other 
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way.742 However, aforementioned tolerance was limited to the political interference of the 
religious congregations in the state affairs.  
For instance, at the same time of Sabbetai Tzvi, an Islamic Tariqa743 called Melami 
Movement744 became a threat for the State. Melami movement (Malamatiyya) was 
established in eight century in Iran but later impacted Ottoman society in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth century. This Sufi way of religious thought was followed by Ottoman Sufi 
Dervish Hajji Bayram Weli and his students and mixed up with the principles of Muhyiddin 
Ibn Arabi. As a result of piety, Melami dervishes hide their religious thoughts in public. 
According to some scholars, Melami movement is regarded as a “heretical tariqa” and a 
marginal example of such violence among Ottoman dervishes.745 However, despite this, 
Ottoman State did not negatively consider Melamis’s religious ritual within Islamic thought 
until their political challenges for the State sovereignty.746 Turkish Bayrami Melamis was 
issued a religious decree and say that for the Sheikh namely their religious leader was 
regarded as ‘Amir al Mu'minin ve’l Khalafet’ul Sayyidu’l Murselin ve’l Surat al Rahman ve’l 
Sahib al Zaman Imam al-Mahdi’ which means they actually only recognized their religious 
leader and rejected the Ottoman Caliphate when they recognized their Sheikh as Caliph.747 
This was found an illegal action against the Ottoman sovereignty which was considered an 
anarchic revolt under the Ottoman State. Therefore, in spite of the Ottoman ordinary citizens 
and Melami Muslims followed the same religious principles, Ottoman State still challenged 
with Melami community more than the Sabbatean movement. This event highlights that 
                                                          
742 Gerber, 1994, p. 61. 
743 Tariqah is school of Sufism (Tasawwuf) a path pf Islamic mysticism. See, Kara Mustafa, 2008, Metinlerle 
Osmanlılarda Tasavvuf ve Tarikat, p. 3 Sır Yayıncılık. Istanbul. 
744 Malamatiyya (or Melamiyyat in Turkish) is an Islamic mystical movement which goes back to Iran Khorasan 
in 9th century. See, Sviri Sara, 1999, Hakim Tirmidhi and the Malamati Movement in Early Sufism, p. 585 
Oxford University Press. UK. 
745 Gölpınarlı Abdulbaki, Melamilik ve melamiler p. 202-204 Melami poet and musician Neyzen Teyvik also 
emphasized the way of complicated lifestyle for Melamis in his interesting poem as follows: “melamet 
mülkünün meczubuyum ben, eşek bir milletin mensubuyum ben, kapıldım her nasılsa ehl-i aşka, s…m her herife 
başka başka." 
746 Well known Turkish melami poet Imadedin Nesimi, composed an interesting lyric in 14th century named 
“Ben Melamet Hırkasını Kendim Giydim Kimene” and this lyric is still very popular in Turkey as protest music. 
See. Aktaş Hasan, 2004, Yeni Türk şiirinde Seyyid Nesimi Okulu ve misyonu. p. 87, Yort Savul Yayınları, 
Edirne. 
747 Ocak Ahmet Yaşar, 2010, Osmanlı Sufiliĝine Bakışlar, Makaleler – Incelemeler p. 171 Istanbul. Ahmadiyya 
Movement also had similar experienced in society and became a political “heretical” movement in the Ottoman 




Ottoman did not actually interfer religious practices in the religious congregation but rather 
considered their intentions towards the Ottoman State.748 
In this condition, the Sabbatean movement was established by its followers and found 
to be an opportunity to develop only in the Ottoman society. With their exemplary tolerance, 
the Ottomans allowed Sabbatean people to continue their life in Ottoman society. This 
freedom provided remarkable public sphere for them to establish their enigmatic identity to 
transmit to their next generations. The freedom of faith under the Ottoman rule also allows 
them to structure their life.749 In these circumtances, Sabbatean Movement found an 
opportunity to develop its hidden sect in Ottoman territory.  
Ottoman writer Ebu’l Mecdet provided important information with regard to 
Sabbatean movement after the death of Shabbetai Tzvi. According to Ebu’l Mecdet the 
successor of Tzvi, Osman Baba established a more remarkable image than Shabbetai Tzvi did 
in his life.750 According to Turkish sources, Mohammedan Jews have been called in many 
ways as follows: 
Yakubi.                        Karakaş.                     Kapancı 
 Jakubis.                        Osman Babalar            Papular 
Arpados.                        On Yollular.                Đbrahim Ağalar 
Tarbushlis.                     Honiyozlar.                 Çelebiler 
Hamdi Beyler.               Coniozos.                    Cavelieros 
Sazan.                            Konisoslar.                  Kavalieoros 
Bezestenlithes.               Konyosos.                  Cavaglieros 
Omoscos.                       Đzmirliler 
Honyoz.                         Karu 
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Çorapçılar.                     Đstanbullular 
Basık Burunlar.              Öncüler 
Berberi                           Trashci 
Komflu Ağaları 
Ghoniothes 
Other than this, they are also classified into sub-groups and their other names. With 
their coherent lifestyle, Sabbateans managed to extend their families in different names but 
lived in secret in their own world. Generally, the Sabbateans are referred to as Dönme, 
Avdeti, Selanikios, Pastelikos, Mimim, Ma'miniko, Ma'amin, Haverim, Manzerim, Ba'ale 
Milhama, Patroness De La Pelea, Zoharites, Dolmethes, Mohammedan Jews, Jewish-Turks, 
Turkish-Jews, or even Zabbathaites. 
5.4 Differences between some Sabbatean groups  
After Shabbetai Tzvi’s death, the Sabbatean movement was gradually structured by its 
prominent leaders in the community. Sabbateans then got named in many different ways such 
as Muhammedan Jews, Sazanikos, Salonikas, but they called themselves Ma’aminim. This 
was unlike Ottoman Jews, who preferred to call themselves Manzarim.751 The term Sazanikos 
was ordinarily used for describing of carp fish (Sazan Fish, Cyprinus), so it is interesting that 
it was also associated with Sabbatean people. The community is divided into three main 
families Karakas, Yakubi and Kapanci (Capandji).752  
The Karakas Sabbatean believers worshipped the leader of the community, Osman 
Baba, meaning father Osman in Turkish but he was secretly called Baruhia Russo in his 
congregation. Later on, Osman Baba became very famous in Jewish circles for his mystical 
power. Osman was not even an educated man but regardless of this, he was able to tell people 
about their future. His reputation increasingly grew in his environment as a blessed man.  As 
time went by, it was rumoured that Osman had the same gifts as Shabbetai Tzvi and he could 
even heal sick people. This skill made him a respected and distinguished figure in the 
community. Eventually, many agreed that Tzvi’s soul reincarnated on his body. After his 
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death, some people in the community even called him the soul of God on earth. 753 Despite 
following a similar tradition, oddly enough, Jews and Sabbateans felt antagonism for each 
other. 754 One of Osman Baba’s written spiritual sermons to his followers was discovered 
later. He addressed his believers in the following manner ‘Oh my children, you must always 
be aware of wrong doing and right doing. Injustice is a poisonous snake in your heart. Stay 
away from it. Our past is hell, but our future will be heaven for us.  Absolute right is science, 
and I invite all of you to this privilege that cannot be undermining at all’.755 Furthermore, his 
followers have a sculpture of Osman Baba, made out of limestone. They worship the statue 
which symbolised their God, but this was interpreted in the wrong way. His followers were 
regarded as idolaters like the Zoroastrians. Leaders in the congregation were called “Agha”756 
and leadership is passed from father to son. Lately, the religious leadership in the community 
was in the hands of Miserly (Misirli) Agha.757  
According to Sabbateans, they follow a custom of leaving an empty bed in their house 
for Saint Osman Baba. A candle is always burned next to this bed as a part of the religious 
ritual. This custom is not practised by many believers anymore but is still known by many in 
the Sabbatean community.758  
Prominent family members in the Kapancı and Karakaş families played a crucial role 
in developing the first private school in Salonica and later in Istanbul. The Salonica Terakki 
School, Fevziye School and Şişli Terakki School are the most popular Sabbateans 
educational institutes.759  Well-known educators of the time, Ismail Hakkı Bey, Cudi Bey and 
Şemsi Effendi used to teach in these institutes.760 Beside this, Cavit Bey and Şemsi Effendi 
from the Karakaş family contributed considerably to the urbanization of Salonica city in the 
last quarter of the nineteenth century. Despite some different understandings of religious 
principles, conservative Sabbateans or Mohammedan Jews showed their religious piety when 
performing the Islamic rituals, and also secretly prayed at home as a follower of Shabbetai 
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Tzvi.761 The Karakaş group did not entertain the idea of marrying people from different 
communities but rather stayed away from intermarriages until the 1870s.  
However, in the twentieth century, after the loss of Ottoman provinces in the Balkans 
areas, there was a population exchange between Greece and Turkey. Ottoman Greeks moved 
to Greece, and Sabbateans were asked to migrate to Anatolia from Greece. Some of them also 
settled in Istanbul and Izmir, but also in the countryside of Anatolia, like Sivas, Erzincan, and 
Siirt, where mostly Alavi Muslims have lived for centuries.762 This also affected ethnic 
populations in Anatolia between 1924 and 1925. According to some scholars such as Zorlu, 
Sabbateans lost their traditional characteristics in the course of this exchange.763 After this 
time, individuals gained more significant value than the congregation.764 Indeed, especially 
after the exchange (mübadele) between Greeks and Turks, a massive population of 
Sabbateans settled in Anatolia, where they faced criticism from Muslim Turks.765 Sabbateans 
naturally lived in comfort in such multicultural and civilized cities like Salonica and Rhodes 
under the Ottoman rule. However, living with a double religious identity of Jews and 
Muslims, made them look awkward in the eyes of Anatolian Sunni Muslims. Sabbateans 
naturally lived in comfort in such multicultural and civilized cities like Salonica and Rhodes 
under the Ottoman rule. When Sabbateans met conservative members of the Muslim 
community in the eastern side of Turkey, they struggled to communicate and socialize with 
them, particularly Sunni (orthodox) Muslim people, due to cultural differences.   
Unlike the Sunni Muslims, the Alavi Muslims are more moderate in their religious 
beliefs and mostly carry out their practices in their temples, called Cemevi.766 The Alavis’ 
religious practices in Turkey are based on representing the cultural values and humanitarian 
side of Islam which is linked to principles of Caliph Ali. It was easier for Sabbateans to 
identify with Alavi Muslims because for example, Alavi Muslims did not impose the wearing 
of a headscarf for their women. Therefore, instead of declaring their identity, some 
Sabbateans preferred to say that they were also Alavi Muslims. In this way, Sabbateans 
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integrated with Alavi Muslims and partially lost their identity in the countryside of Turkey. 
Many of the original Sabbatean communities are still living in Izmir and Istanbul.767  
Like other Sabbateans, the Karakas, Kapanci and Yakubi families believe in a 
Messiah and they still await the arrival of a redeemer, like some Muslims or Christians.768 It 
is because according to Jewish people, the Messiah has not yet arrived. However according to 
the Christian world, Jesus Christ is a Messiah and he will come again at the end, in the 
apocalyptic age. Only on a few occasions did messianic fervour gain popular acclaim. Some 
Kapanci and Yakubi families live in all the major Ottoman cities, as well as in Italy, 
Germany, and France.769  
Another important difference between Sabbateans and Jews is that Sabbateans bury 
their members in a separate cemetery, even if their funeral rituals are similar. In Salonica and 
Istanbul, Sabbateans preferred to separate their graveyards only from other religious 
believers. Studies on gravestones, in other words, epigraphy, highlight many unknown 
mysteries with regard to Sabbateans. In the Bülbülderesi cemetery,770 some calligraphic 
scripts on tombstones are very informative for Sabbatean studies. For instance, on one of the 
tombstones, it was written ‘I slept with my burden in me but never shared it’ which is one of 
the principles of the Sabbatean sect. On other tombstones, it was noted that “he is from a 
chosen descent” and “I will meet you there soon”. These explanations are all key factors to 
understand the essence of Sabbateanism and the followers’ lifestyle.771  
This subject is well-researcherd by particular scholars, but lately, C.S Kösemen wrote 
an interesting book on the Sabbateans’ tombstones and proposing that Sabbateans’ identities 
are in some ways recorded on gravestones in Sabbatean cemeteries in Istanbul.772 Karakaş, 
Yakubi and Kapancı families are known from their surnames, and despite the fact that they 
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have been hiding their religious identity as Crypto-Jews, their tombstones in the cemeteries 
do indicate some Sabbatean traces.773  
5.5 Frankism: Between Sabbatenism and Christianity  
After the death of Tzvi, his popularity increased among his followers. Jewish Rabbi 
Jacob Frank proclaimed his messiahship saying that Tzvi’s soul is living in his body with 
reincarnation.            According to the Frankist chronicle, Yaakov Ben Leyb later known as 
Jacob Frank was born in the Podolia province in 1726. When Frank was only a few months 
old, his family left Poland774 and moved to the Ottoman Empire.775 Perhaps due to this links 
between Sabbateans and Christians, Goldish places Sabbateanism squarely in the context of 
“contemporary Christian millennial phenomena, in all its remarkably miscellaneous 
varieties”.776 According to the interpretation of the contemporary Kabalists, the Messiah was 
expected to appear in the year 5408 of the Jewish calendar (1666 in the Gregorian calendar) 
which was also followed by Frankists.777  
Following a revelatory dream, Frank converted Christianity in 1750 and pursued his 
messianic activities as a Christian. Historically, conversions to Christianity were not devoid 
of trauma especially for the medieval and early modern Jewish community. Jews regarded 
baptism as a' betrayal of communal values, a rejection of Jewish destiny, a submission to the 
illusory verdict of history.778 However, Frank’s conversion was voluntary, and drew him 
closer to Tzvi, who had also converted to Islam, and the Sabbatean community, to indicate 
his level of piety.779  
With the emergence of new movements such as Frankism, Sabbateanism continued to 
flourish even after the death of Shabbetai Tzvi.780 Frankism allowed Sabbateans to spread 
their thoughts in a different form within Christianity, all the way to Europe. Leading 
Christian theologians dubbed the belief in messianism and in the kingdom of saints, as 
“chiliasm"781 and its adherents "chiliasts."782 However, like Christians, according to the 
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Frankist religious leaders, Jesus Christ will return and reign for a thousand years as a 
Messiah.  
Simon Dubnow stated that Jacob Frank was the most influential saint for the Polish-
Russian Jews of the eighteen century. Similarly, Scholem argued that there is no basic 
difference between the terms Sabbateanism and Frankish.783 According to his followers, 
while the popularity of Shabbetai Tzvi continued to increase, after the death of Jacob Frank, 
his daughter took over his messianic mission, as his successor.784  
Jonas Wehle (1750-1825) from Prag and Gitschinli Emanuel Wehle from Bohemia 
were known as prominent religious leaders in the Sabbatean congregation from the Frankist 
movement.  Roesel Eger who was a close family member of Jacob Frank also contributed in 
spreading this sect in Offenbach where the city was regarded as a holy place of Frankist 
people for pilgrimage.785  
5.6 Sabbateans in the late Ottoman society 
Great Ottoman Jewish scholar Abraham Galante visited Israel in the 1950s and noted 
that the only news and documents about Ottoman Jews, were those on Shabbetai Tzvi and his 
religious movement. These had been stored in the museums and libraries of Israel. Despite 
the existence of many archival materials about the Sephardim Jews and their migration to 
Ottoman lands, these were not on display. Galante finished his writing with an interesting 
question “as Ottoman Jews who lived in this region for seven centuries, are we [Ottoman 
Jews] only about Sabbateans in the history?”786 This indicates that as a religious sect, the 
Sabbatean movement impacted on the image of Ottoman Jews more than other social-
historical episodes. Then how did the Sabbatean movement impact on the social life in the 
Ottoman Empire? The image of Sabbateans has not only been unpleasant in Ottoman Muslim 
society but also in Christian and Jewish circles.787 According to some orthodox Jews, these 
heretical persons must be killed on one of the Holy Saturdays.788     
According to Bali, the Donmes have often been seen as the scapegoats of many 
problems that have preoccupied rightist intellectuals among the conservative Turks (Both 
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Islamist and Nationalist). For them, the problems range from the rise of communism in 
Turkey, to the end of the Caliphate and the formation of the Republic in 1923, to the erosion 
of values of Turkish society.789 Therefore, some writers say that converted people are in fact 
never converted but turned around 360 degrees which takes one back to the starting point.790  
 It must be understood that the image of the Sabbateans was shaped even before 
Tzvi’s conversion to Islam because he was already a controversial figure in Jewish circles in 
the Ottoman era. Some Turkish Muslim also began to join the Sabbatean movement after the 
conversion of Tzvi to Islam. Despite these circumstances, Sabbateans stayed in modern 
Turkey instead of moving somewhere else. This is because Sabbateans lived under the 
Ottoman rule for 400 years and realized that there was perhaps not more tolerance for their 
sectarian beliefs in another part of the earth.791 Therefore, Scholem states that, 
Our knowledge of the last named communities and of their attitudes during the messianic 
movement outbreak is good. Turkish Jewry was safely established in the Ottoman Empire in 
which anti-Jewish persecutions were extremely rare and ran counter to consider a policy of its 
rulers.792  
This statement may be a clear evidence that Sabbateans were even tolerated under the 
Ottoman umbrella. Additionally, Samuel stated that Salonica was seen as a paradise for Jews. 
To him, “Jews in a turban, Jews out of turbans, Jews as builders of houses and as barbers, the 
children of Israel are everywhere, in every kind of work.”793 Quarter also emphasized the 
same point when he mentioned that “Jewish merchants of Salonica, Kapancı are also Donmes 
and had excellent relationship with Ottoman government.”794 This sheds light on the fact that 
Jews and Sabbateans were not discriminated against in Ottoman society; they were regarded 
as citizens. This independent condition allowed them to pursue their “marginal” lifestyle 
among other minorities.  
When the Ottoman General Kazım Karabekir visited Salonica, in 1910, he saw an 
interesting religious ritual in the new Mosque (Yeni cami) and expressed his thoughts on the 
rituals. Karabekir apparently did not understand the significance of the rituals and 
emphasized his astonishment in his memoir. The Sabbatean community gradually blended in 
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with the Islamic community, which also contributed to their positive image in Ottoman 
society. For instance, Sabbateans believe in the existence of one God who is the creator of the 
universe. “The world must be saved; then the people must be saved by the Messiah!”795 After 
God, Shabbetai Tzvi ranked second for the Sabbateans. Also, they did not separate men and 
women in their meetings.796 All these factors help to create a particular Sabbatean image in 
the Ottoman society. 
As a marginal belief, not only Sabbateanism but all new religious movement were 
considered as reformist challenges to the mainstream religions. Therefore instead of 
understanding of the emergence of this movement, conservative individuals in the community 
aggressively protected their religious principles by judging the newborn sect as “heresy” and 
its leader as “False Messiah”.797 This directly damaged the image of religious leaders, like 
Tzvi. Certainly, Shabbetai Tzvi also played a part in damaging his reputation among some of 
his followers when he converted to Islam and accepted the name of Mehmet for himself in 
1666.798 However, later he managed to protect his image in public which was a very 
remarkable achievement for the religious leader. In this way, Tzvi still managed to spread his 
ideas and religious thoughts as far as Italy, Poland, Holland and attracted devoted followers 
from those places, but mostly in Salonica, Izmir and Istanbul.799 
As far as is understood from archival sources, due to their Muslim identity in public, 
Sabbateans always used Ottoman magistrate court, which was only used by Muslims. In one 
of court cases, there was evidence that the Sabbateans were recorded as Sabbateans in the 
Ottoman court registration books but not openly mentioned in the case. Similarly, for a 
controversial court case, mention is made of a Sabbatean named Ibrahim Effendi from 
Salonica, who was taken to Istanbul under the security guidance. This again illustrates that 
the Ottoman State treated all the citizens with the same democratic tolerance.800 Another 
document highlights the same court case, where Ibrahim Effendi was found guilty but due to 
his health problem in prison, his condition was taken into consideration and he was admitted 
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in hospital. After recovering, he was imprisoned for his entire life.801 In this way, Ottoman 
rulers showed that they did not intend to insult or harm Sabbateans, which in turn helped 
them to retain their reputation as fair and tolerant.802 In fact, this understanding was a result 
of the democratic ruling system which embraced all citizens, and that led to Ottoman 
tolerance in society.    
5.7 Abuse of Sabbatean concepts: Underlying prejudice 
A deplorable issue for Sabbateans was the negative label and shame attached to them 
in public. When someone attempted to demean another individual in society, he labelled him 
as Donme and / or Sabbateans. Thus, this term turned into a derogatory term, in some ways 
similar to the term Kafir803 in the Muslim community.  
On the spiritual front, Sabbateans mostly integrated into the Islamic state. At times 
though, as “Donmes”, they faced some challenges from the orthodox communities. A 
renowned Sabbatean, Hakkı (Hakko) Effendi from Izmir used to go to the Mosque in 
Salonica, but Jews said that Hakki Effendi was an old Jew, namely not a Jew anymore but a 
Sabbatean. Despite following Islamic religious practices, people like Hakki Effendi, also 
fasted in Yom Kippur and consumed particular foods in Passover like the orthodox Jews. 
Hakki Effendi said that they wanted to convert to Judaism again, but the Jewish community 
in Salonica did not accept their request. It is because the Jewish congregation demanded that 
Sabbateans perform a proper religious ritual for spiritual cleanliness (tevilah) and 
circumcision according to Jewish rights (giyur). Hakki Effendi said that, “if we converted to 
Judaism, then we would have a serious problem with Turks. Because converting to other 
religion from Islam is regarded as a terrible heresy (irtad) in Muslim society. Sabbateans 
were scared of facing social rejection from both Jewish and Muslim societies.804 
With this understanding, many great Turkish leaders and politicians were incorrectly 
labeled as Donme, and such verbal polemics were also reinforced in the media.805 One of the 
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most prominent figures of the twentieth century, the founder of modern Turkey, Mustafa 
Kemal Ataturk, was also labelled as Sabbatean by some radical Muslims or his political 
enemies. For instance, in the American newspaper The Miami Metropolis, the Armenian, 
Vahan Kardashian, who left Turkey for America after the Armenian rebellion in Anatolia in 
1915, is quoted stating that, “Mustafa Kemal was born a Turk and his parents were from 
Salonica and were Donmes that is, converts.”806 Another newspaper in America, Philadelphia 
J.S B published that “Traces Kemal Pasha’s Antecedents to Shabbetai Tzvi” in its column.  
Based on the same fake news, called The Daily Mail in London noted that “Mustapha Kemal 
is a Jew.” These Armenian news in the press created antagonism against Mustafa Kemal 
Ataturk amidst existing political tensions between Turks and Armenians at the time.807 
Cengiz Şişman noted that another Armenian propagandist Kalayciyan gave interview to New 
York Times in 1922 and stated that ‘Mustafa Kemal’s father was Donme. So he is not a 
Turk”.808 These allegetions made by conservative writers based on these fabricated news, 
indirectly also caused more hatred against Sabbateans.  
In fact, it is a historically inaccurate statement to label Mustafa Kemal as “Donme”.809 
Jewish historian J. Nehame wrote seven volumes of history about Jewish people, and in the 
section on Salonican Jews, Nehame noted that “Mustafa Kemal grew up in a Jewish 
environment and studied among Donme students in the same class in Salonica, but he is not 
Sabbatean.”810 Moreover, Turkish historian Mehmet A. Öz specifically studied on the 
ancestral history of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk and discovered that his family lineage goes back 
to well-known Turkish Nakipzade family, a conservative Muslim family, in the seventeenth 
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century. According to all archival sources Mehmet Öz provides in his book, Atatürk has 
Turkish forefathers who moved to Salonica centuries ago from Karaman.811  
More importantly, these statements raise questions on the image of Sabbateans. Why 
is being Sabbatean is problematic? Kardashian stated that “Turkish leader Kemal Pasha has 
Jewish blood in his veins”, giving the impression that being a Jew was somehow 
reprehensible.  Even if this were true family roots of Mustafa Kemal, why or how do his 
ancestral roots make Mustafa Kemal a good or bad individual? Why is the fact of being a Jew 
or Sabbatean a negative trait? What really makes people good or bad individuals in the first 
place? To a large extent, this can be explained by referring to political or racial 
discrimination. Otherwise, being a Jew or “Dönme” does not make anyone a better or worse 
human being. However, in this news, when Armenian propagandists labelled Kemal Pasha as 
Sabbatean, their intention was possibly to damage his credibility and image in Muslim 
Turkish society. Otherwise, Kardashian might have rather mentioned his leadership in the 
Republic of Turkey as a statesman. The press releases would suggest that Sabbateans have 
sometimes been unfairly viewed as scapegoats or negative figures in society.812 
Similarly, in the twentieth century, some Ottoman Turks began to suspect minority 
groups like Sabbateans as well, perceiving them as hidden enemies in society. This was 
because of the changing social circumstances, which also affected the image of minority 
groups in society. For instance, national consciousness appeared in the early 20th century in 
Europe and introduced the notion of nationalism, which largely caused the fall of multi-ethnic 
empires. The Ottoman Empire had an exemplary multi-cultural and religious structure with 
mosaic communities who lived for centuries under the Islamic rulers. Sabbateans also 
appreciated the tolerance of Ottoman rulers towards all other religious denominations despite 
their “marginal beliefs”. However, with the emergence of the National Turkish State, 
conservative writers began to criticize other minorities and religious communities.813 
Some Ottoman newspapers in Istanbul like Vatan, Resimli Mecmua or Tan mentioned 
“Dönme” in their column again as a negative way. It is said that “Dönmes are living in our 
community, thinking like us, speaking our language but are different hidden people.”814 The 
Sabbateans’ secretive nature marginalized them further, and was not different in Jewish 
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environments in the Ottoman Empire, even if the state policies themselves encouraged 
acceptance. Jewish newspapers in Izmir and Istanbul were reporting similar stories about 
Sabbatean people. According to both communities, Sabbateans were often the evil ones 
among them and had to be persecuted.815 Others stated that Sabbateans were complicated and 
lived like “scorpions” among them.816 The debate circulated among religious congregations 
and in 1924, the chief Rabbi of Istanbul, Bacerona stated that Dönmes were neither Muslim 
nor Jews.817 Unfortunately, this same partial writing on Sabbateans influenced some scholars 
who continued to attack Sabbateans based on the general negative thoughts.818 In the same 
vein, a conservative Muslim, Ebuzziya wrote an article in a newspaper and mentioned the 
Jews (Millet-i Israiliyye) as evil. In Ottoman times, these publications were soon to be found 
illegal and were confiscated by the Ottoman authorities.819 
For some Turkish writers in early twentieth century, there were some reasons to 
blame minorities (Christians, Jews, Greek, Armenian) for their treatment during the First 
World War. At the beginning of the establishment of the modern Turkey, Turks saw 
themselves alone at the battle for independence against the Western allies. However, Muslims 
in the Arabian nations did not support the Ottoman State anymore due to the emergence a 
national conciousness among Muslims in the Middle East at the time. Turks realized that a 
new epoch had come with new ideas, and gave less importance to religious unity as was 
prevalent under the Ottoman Caliphate, and now placed greater emphasis national identity for 
states in the new century. Baer noted that nationalist Turkish writer Nihal Atsiz also 
confronted Yalman who was the most prominent “Dônme” pointing out that although he had 
a Turkish passport as a Turkish citizen, “he was not a Turk and not a Muslim but a Jew”.820 
Like Nihal Atsız, after the war of independence, some Turkish politicians in Asia Minor 
suspected other religious groups to be hidden enemies who possibly acted like secret spies 
against the Ottoman State during the First World War. Certainly, other than partial 
allegations, there were some substantial reasons for these assertions during the First World 
War. Zionist soldiers commanded by the British army in Gallipoli fought against the Ottoman 
State in the WWI. The Zionist soldiers were also known as the Jewish ester legion and were 
the first Jewish fighters after 2000 years in Jewish history. Similarly, Ottoman Armenians 
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began to revolt against the Ottoman Empire in order to establish their own state on the eastern 
side of Anatolia. In the same vein, when the Greek army occupied Izmir, some Ottoman 
Greek (Rum) citizens welcomed the Greek soldiers from Greece.821 Under these 
circumstances, conservative Turks were understandably suspicious about the other 
denominations whether they were loyal or not. Conservative Turkish writers like Abu Zeya 
Teyviq (Ebu Ziya Tevfik) labelled Jews and Sabbateans as the secret enemy.822  
Traditionally, the Ottoman treatment towards Jewish people can be generally summed 
up under the term ‘tolerance’. The Ottoman Empire and the Republic of Turkey under 
Ataturk have always protected Jews from Greeks and Armenians, briefly from Christian 
pressure in the Ottoman Empire.823 Additionaly, according to Levi, Turks protected stateless 
Jewish scholars against Nazi racism in Germany during the Second World War. 824 Frank 
Tachau states that university reforms in Turkey were made by Jewish scholars by the order of 
Mustafa Kemal Atatürk. According to Tachau,  
Reform of Turkish higher education was a natural culmination of Kemal Atatürk’s nationalist 
program.825 The main reason that they were seen as 'enemies' is the opinion, widespread 
among the Turkish public, that converts Islam never truly accept the religion of Islam and 
continue to practice their Christianity or Judaism in secret. 
  In spite of general positive views between Jews and Turks, extremist nationalist or 
radical Muslims did label Jews as the hidden enemy. As explained before, this is reflected in 
the popular label ’Donmes’.826 In other words, while Jews and Sabbateans were regarded as 
evil in public, the state policies of Ottoman Empire and its successor, the modern Turkish 
Republic were always positive towards them excluding particular periods after the death of 
Ataturk.827 Ataturk provided similar policies of tolerance towards all minorities including 
Sabateans and Jews because Jews also shared the same destiny in Anatolia with Turks. 
Therefore, when Mustafa Kemal Atatürk established the modern Turkey, he said in one of his 
                                                          
821 When Greek soldiers occupied Izmir in 1919, the local Yeni Asır Gazette published statements made by 
some non-Muslims in the Aegean region. Some mentioned that “Kurtulduk”, which means “we are rescued by 
the Greek”. This could be seen as a betrayal of the Ottoman state. See, Hũseyin Kocabıyık, 2009, Tarihin Arka 
Odasında Arıza Var, 21.10.2009. Yeniasir.  
822 Turkish Jewish historian Avner Levy remarkably stated that the history of the Turkish Jews is part of Turkish 
history and Turkish history is a part of world history. Levi described Turks as the protectors of Jews in his 
studies. See, Levi, 1998, p.7. 
823 Ibid, p. 9. 
824 Ibid, p.98. 
825 Tachau P. Frank, 1933, German Jewish Emigrés in Turkey, (Edited by A. Levi) p. 235, Syracuse University 
Press. USA. 
826 Bali, 2001, p. 1. 




public speeches in Izmir; “we have some countrymen who attached their destiny with us for 
centuries. Therefore, due to their loyalty to this land particularly the Jews lived in peace with 
us, they will continue to live in happiness and welfare in Turkey.”828  
Despite this generally positive view, conservative Turkish writers regarded Christian, 
Jews, and Sabbateans minorities as Fitnah in the Turkish society. For this reason, an Ottoman 
journalist, Ahmet Emin Yalman who was of the Sabbatean origin, wrote an article in 4 
January 1924 to defend minority groups like Sabbateans. In order to protect the image of 
Sabbateans, Yalman noted that, “it is indeed an ugly attitude to create a division between 
Turks and Sabbateans who were converted to Islam two and half centuries ago. This is the 
seed of anomosity which particular writers declared in newspapers about Sabbateans who had 
already proved their loyalty to the Turkish State.” Indeed, there are many benefactors among 
Sabbatean people like well-known banker of Salonica Mehmet Kapancı who was also from a 
famous Sabbatean family, and who made a remarkable donation to the Ottoman Navy for 
many times during the WW1.829  
As explained before, some western scholars also exaggerated the Turkish treatment 
towards the Sabbaetan movement. When Baer stated that “almost from the moment of their 
arrival in Turkey as part of the population exchange, the Sabbateans were treated with 
suspicion about their true nature” he confused the Sabbateans with the Jewish people in the 
Ottoman Empire. In fact, when Jews migrated to the Ottoman territory, there was no such 
religious movement in Izmir nor was its founder Shabetai Tzvi yet born. 830   
At the beginning of 1924, an article named One word, two meanings in one of the 
most popular humor magazines in Istanbul, ridiculed the Sabbatean sect as Donme. 831 Due to 
these social pressures, Sabbatean communities lived with a different identity and moved to 
the countryside of Anatolia.  In the process, they lost their socio-cultural identity, especially 
when they embraced Islam and became Sunni or Alevi Muslims.832   
Similarly, Sabbatean institutes, Fevziye and Terakki Schools were established for 
particular reasons in Istanbul and Salonica. However, none of the members of these schools 
acted against Turkish State. According to some conservative Turkish writers, notable 
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statesmen and eminent politicians were all from Salonica at the time of establishment of 
modern Turkey. Well-known woman novel writer Halide Edip Adıvar, from Kapancı family 
and the minister of economy, Mehmet Djavid Bey from Kapancı, one of the well-known 
journalists Ahmet Emin Yalman from Karakaş were all of Sabbatean origin from Salonica.833 
According to Kazım Nazım Duru, Salonica was a cosmopolitan city, but most of the 
businessmen were Jewish. He noted in his memoir that, “there was an interesting group in 
Salonica, speaking Turkish and looking Muslim however they did not have a close 
relationship with Muslim society. Then I heard of it they were called Dönme. They even go 
to mosque”.834  
The issue surrounding their image in fact still continues. As a religious belief, 
Sabbateanism has not been seen as a proper faith from past to present. Almost all the writers 
have analyzed Shabbetai Tzvi and his movement with similar words and terms. For instance, 
as mentioned earlier, some writers preferred to classify Shabbetai Tzvi as a “False Messiah” 
but whether he was the true or “False Messiah” in Judaism, Tzvi is still an idol and religious 
leader for his followers. 835 In this regard, calling Tzvi a “False Messiah” and labelling his 
movement as a heretical set of beliefs would not be appropriate in the religious context.836 
Therefore, this marginal sect can only be called by its name which affirms the identity of the 
sectarian believers, and links them to the founder of Sabbateanism. As explained in the third 
chapter, according to the Jewish belief, Jesus Christ was also labeled as a False Messiah by 
some, but to date, about two billion people believe him as the Messiah, basically Christians, 
as well as Muslims for whom Jesus is a holy Prophet. 
Similarly, a well-known conservative Muslim woman writer, Semiha Ayverdi also 
mentioned Sabbateans in her books. Ayverdi noted that the Sabbatean community hated 
Turkish people and according to her, only people like Ayverdi could understand this because 
she came from a Dönme family. Ayverdi stated that when she married a Turkish-Muslim 
man, her family rejected her because she was supposed to marry a Sabbatean man. It seems 
that based on her unpleasant experiences in her family, Ayverdi generalized Sabbatean 
people as evil in her memoir.837 
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Rifat Bali’s interviews with some Sabbatean families provide considerably important 
information to better analyze the other side of the story.  A Sabbatean declared in the 
interview that, 
Radical conservative Muslims see us as fake Muslims. According to them, we are too liberal 
and Mason people. This is maybe not a totally wrong allegation; we are liberal and respect all 
the religions. Communist Turkish sees us as capitalist because some Sabbateans are wealthy 
merchants. For these reasons, we have to hide our religious identity in society.838  
Some writers also described the negative image of Sabbateans with their studies. For 
instance, Kasten exaggerated the social situation without showing any evidence and stated 
that “all the Shabbateans did was the worship of God in the open, a simple proceeding which 
he did not allow the mockery of the unsympathetic Turks to interrupt”.839 This interpretation 
seems to be a general understanding in the Western world rather than historical realities.840 
Not only did some nationalist Turks or orthodox Jews negatively affect the image of 
Sabbateans in society, so did some Christians, as well as authors of world literature. Prof 
Baer noted that, despite remarkable studies by Gershom Scholem and Cengiz Şişman, 
Sabbateans’ social status and identities in early modern Turkey has been neglected and 
undermined so far. Baer also emphasized in his book the important role that Donmes played 
at the time of structuring of modern Turkey in the beginning.841   
5.7 How Sabbateanism flourished until the present 
This question in fact determined a historical reality with regard to the existence of a 
minority religion namely Sabbateanism. Unlike temporally religious movement, in some 
way, Sabbateanism has survived until the present. This process was sometimes more difficult 
than only preserving their hidden religious identity in the society.  Scholem also emphasized 
that most of the “heretical” literature of the Sabbateans was destroyed during the persecution 
of the sectarian groups in the eighteenth century.842  Although the Sabbatean documents were 
allegedly destroyed, Sabbateans did not abandon their religious practices. 
Regardless of whether the faith was “heretical” or “marginal”, Ottoman rulers did not 
interfere in any religious movements unless it challenged the State policies or sovereignty.  
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Therefore, Ottoman administrators tolerated the religious practices of Sabbateanism from its 
emergence to the end of the Ottoman Empire.  
Certainly, there are other significant reasons for this continuation of this religious 
movement from the past to the present. For instance, Shabbetai Tzvi was not an ordinary 
Rabbi in Jewish history. He had extraordinary achievements to his credit, and in order to 
improve his knowledge he had studied and mastered the entire Talmudic and Rabbinic 
literature by the time he was fifteen. According to Kastein, other Jewish Rabbis required a 
whole lifetime to achieve such a feat while the gifted Rabbi Tzvi reached this level of 
knowledge within few years of education.843 Tzvi was sent to the Jeshibah, the school where 
Rabbi Joseph Escapa was the headmaster.844 It was the world of Kabbalah, a world full of 
wonders, containing the history and promised destiny of a people as well as the meaning of 
creation and the universe that appealed to him.845 His educational background provided him 
his remarkable reputation. Indeed Shabbetai Tzvi was labelled as manic depressive or a mad 
Rabbi but was not regarded as an ignorant religious leader. Moses Pinherio said that, Tzvi has 
a brilliant mind. Great scholar Galante also stated that undoubtedly, Tzvi was an erudite 
Rabbi and very learned man in Halacha and Kabbalah.846  
Another important reason is mentioned by Professor Barnai about Shabbetai Tzvi 
movement, “Other factors that must be taken into account are the religious and political 
upheavals that occurred in the seventeenth century, especially in Europe. Christian 
millennialism was the broad extent of mysticism among Jews. Christians and Muslims in this 
period were including the mutual influences among the three religions”.847  
Barnai emphasized another important point for the emergence of Sabbateanism. At 
the time, well-known Kabbalist Manasseh ben Israel was considered with his sermons as a 
Rabbi from Portugal. In this era, he was one of the most remarkable Rabbis who mentioned 
his messianic hopes in writing. Like him, some other millenarians also recognised the 
prominence of Shabbetai Tzvi's approach without giving up their acceptance of the 
unmatchable status of Jesus. Additionally, most of the Amsterdam Jews did in fact accept 
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Shabbetai Tzvi as the coming Messiah and became his Christian followers.848 It is not well-
known how long they continued to stay as his followers after Tzvi’s conversion to Islam 
however, as mentioned earlier, the Frankist movement that emerged later, shows that the 
followers continued to have faith in Tzvi as the Messiah. 849 This said, after the apostasy of 
Shabbetai Tzvi, that is, the conversion of Tzvi to Islam, some Christians looked at the whole 
religious affair as a Jewish mistake.  
In the Sabbatean tradition, the soul of the Messiah will appear at the bottom of a draw 
well like a crooked snake which symbolized the Messiah in Kabbalah.850 The year 1666 was 
named by some Jewish believers as the messianic year, which was to bring “renewed 
splendor to the Jews and see their return to Jerusalem.”851 Tzvi structured all these theories 
with his own framework and managed to gather remarkable followers who not only believed 
in him after his death but also spread his holy message to next generation with mystic piety.  
5.8 Sabbateans’ contribution to Ottoman society and Modern Turkey 
There is, indeed, no doubt that Shabbetai Tzvi and his followers created a great stir 
among Jews in Europe and around the Mediterranean and that the crisis following the 
Messiah’s apostasy to Islam generated an enormous amount of polemic literature. 852  
Other than its socio-historical impact, it must be noted that Sabbateans left a 
considerable legacy behind. Are these people that evil because they believe something 
different from the mainstream? 
As stated earlier, Socrates was also labelled and found guilty more than two thousand 
years ago. This age is supposed to be a technically more advanced, but if one still criticizes 
others for their beliefs, how can one then claim that the modern world is more civilized or 
more understanding? The question we must ask that is why or how Sabbateans became 
perceived as evil based on their religious identity? If the contributions of the Sabbatean 
movement are taken into consideration, it can clearly be seen that they contributed 
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considerably to the development of the Ottoman society by modernizing several sectors in 
comparison to many Islamic congregations in the Ottoman world. 
For instance, Sabbateanism was an important catalyst for the development of 
communication channels and the scope of information transmitted. From a historical 
perspective, it would seem that this was the most important and lasting impact of 
Sabbateanism.853 
In the late nineteenth century, there were important historical figures among 
Sabbateans in Turkish society, and despite being Sabbateans; they contributed to the political, 
economic and social life in the Ottoman Empire. Several Sabbateans were prominent leaders, 
who eagerly showed their loyalty to Ottoman State at the time of emergence of national ideas 
in the world. Well-known Ottoman musician Udi Ahmad Effendi (1868-1927), composed 
several of the classic Ottoman songs and lyrics and contributed to Turkish Classic Music in 
Salonica.854 Ahmad Effendi absorbed the Ottoman culture and showed this in his songs in his 
lifetime. Like him, many Sabbateans lived with the same feelings of patriotism on the 
Ottoman soil and bequeathed important cultural values in history.855 Well-known journalist 
Hasan Tahsin, famous merchants like Mehmet Kapanci would count as the last Ottoman 
prominent Mohammedan Jews in Ottoman history. Hasan Tahsin (Osman Nevres Bey) was 
the first man who fought against Greek occupation for Turkish State, and sacrificed his life in 
Izmir in 1919. 856 Several examples show that in fact, Sabbateans have been faithful to the 
Turkish state throughout history.  
Other prominent Sabbateans were Kapanci Yusuf, and Ahmet Effendi who dealt in 
linen drapery in Salonica but were to sell their items across the Balkans region. Similarly, 
Shabbetai Elhasi also excelled in textile business.  Another well-known Sabbatean Karakas 
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Mehmet Effendi was involved in different businesses in Ottoman Salonica.857 There were 
also Sabbatean bankers such as Mehmet and Yusuf Kapani Effendi.858 
A number of Mevlevi and Bektashi families also became known as Sabbatean 
families and were accepted into the social fold of Ottoman life. Hamdi Bey from Yakubi side 
of the Sabbatean sect became the Mayor of Salonica. Other prominent Sabbatean individuals 
include journalist, Fazli Necip, Dr. Osman Öĝütmen (1895-1940),Ottoman consulate of Iran, 
Abdi Effendi, Professor Mustafa Santur (1883 -1936),  Governer Dr. Şükrü Bey (1870 -
1919), Ottoman military general, Yiĝit Ömer Pasha, musician, Faiz Kapancı (1871-1950) 
Musician and composer Ibrahim Ziya Özbekkan played crucial role in the development 
modern Turkey.859  
In the twentieth century, a professor of international affairs of Sabbatean origin, 
Đsmail Cem, successfully served as Turkey's Foreign Minister in Turkish governments in the 
1990s. He preferred to change the surname Đpekçi early on in his career, most probably to 
hide his Sabbatean identity in the public sphere.860 One of the most famous Turkish fashion 
designers Cemil Ipekçi who is the brother of Ismail Cem is also of Sabbatean origin. The first 
woman prime minister of Turkey, Prof Tansu Çiller was also of Sabbatean origin.861           
5.9 Conclusion   
In order to analyse such a complex religious situation, one needs to accurately define 
religious communities and their identities. Despite using primary sources from various 
archives, care must be taken when using, interpreting and applying sensitive and at times, 
contentious terms and ideas.    
The religious identities of the Sabbateans has been examined in this chapter. In order 
to better understand their situation, in following chapter, Sabbateanism will be compared with 
two other sectarian faiths, Crypto-Christianity, and the Ahmadiyya movement in Islam.   
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Unfortunately, sensitive religious subjects like Sabbateanism cannot be easily 
analyzed without acknowledging them as socio-political, religious and historical movements, 
with mystic links to popular religions, basically Islam and Judaism. Some Muslim and Jewish 
scholars usually fall prey to such a mistake. It is because they assume that such ‘marginal’ or 
‘heretical’ movement like Sabbateanism in Judaism or the Ahmadiyya sect in Islam might 
damage the main structure of the mainstream religion, which some individuals would deem 
as dogmatic. However, it could be argued that these movement only address their 
communities and might not affect the mainstream religious faiths. Still, scholars studying this 
topic have in some cases struggled to leave aside their feelings and emotions knowingly or 
unknowingly. They tend to examine the newly born religious movement in a way that may 
aggravate people’s intolerance towards the believers of those marginal movement. This 





CHAPTER VI: COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF MARGINAL 
MOVEMENT IN ABRAHAMIC RELIGIONS 
6.1 Introduction  
In this chapter, I analyze two other marginal movement, the Crypto-Christian 
communities and the Ahmadiyya religious congregation (Jamahah) in Islam in order to 
compare their social situation and difficulties in society with those of the Sabbatean 
movement. There are some visible similarities between these three minority movement from 
a theological perspective but also from a sociological point of view.  
As is understood from Ottoman archival documents, hidden religious groups like 
Crypto-Christians appeared in the Ottoman society from time to time. However, due to 
apprehensions of being socially labelled or condemned, Crypto-Christian groups, like Crypto-
Jews, preferred to hide their religious identities. This “marginal” situation has been 
negatively represented by most writers.862 
As for the Ahmadiyya movement, it is a modern Muslim messianic movement at 
present. It was founded in 1889 in the Indian province of the Punjab by Mirza Ghulam 
Ahmad. Prophetology 863 is the mainstay of Ahmadi religious thought, and it relies on the 
system of succession. The view of Mirza Ghulam as a Prophet is the principal reason for the 
controversy aroused by the Ahmadiyya movement.864 As mentioned in the chapter three, this 
Muslim religious leader hailed from India, present day Pakistan, and declared his messiahship 
in his environment. However, in his later life he proclaimed his prophethood more widely. 
Since this proclamation, his movement has been regarded as a “heretical movement” in the 
orthodox Muslim world. It is because according to Qur’anic teaching, Prophet Muhammed 
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(Pbuh) was the last Prophet.865 Therefore, the orthodox Muslim world considers Ahmadiyya 
movement as heresy (zendeqa) in Islam like Sabbateanism in Judaism.866  
Despite this controversial situation, from the time of the prophetic declaration of 
Mirza Ghulam Ahmad to the present, the Ahmadiyya movement has tremendously grown 
worldwide. However, Ahmadis have also been persecuted, discriminated against and 
therefore have sometimes had to hide their religious identity. Living in these conditions, 
make them very similar with Sabbatean people from a sociological perspective.   
What was poetically expressed on the tombstone of a Sabbatean, “I hide my burden in 
my heart, and did not say it to anyone other than my Lord” in fact summarizes the life 
circumstances of the members of various Crypto-religious movement in World Society.  This 
chapter aims to reveal the fundamental rules of these “marginal movement”, the Crypto-
Christian religious group and the Ahmadiyya sect in comparison to the Sabbatean sect in 
Ottoman-Jewish history. These “marginal” movement will be analysed before examining the 
Ottoman approach to them in the Ottoman territory.  
6.2 Marginal group in Christianity: The case of Crypto-Christians  
Due to the diverse cultural background of the Ottoman state in history, as explained in 
the second chapter, Ottomans developed an elaborate constitution for the all different nations 
to live in peace under the same umbrella.867 Most of the rules for non-Muslims in the 
Ottoman State aimed to establish a peaceful climate for unity of diverse people. Indeed, the 
following rule in the Ottoman constitution sheds light on the tolerance of the Ottoman State. 
It states, “the Ottoman Sultan will be very grateful to see that all citizens live in justice 
without excluding anyone from one another” clearly revealing the understanding of the state 
policy.868 According to Prof Akdag, for particular suburbs where non-Muslims had settled, 
Christian or Jewish officers were appointed by the Ottoman Empire to provide a more 
understanding atmosphere for minority groups.869  
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 In the Ottoman era, other than religious minorities in Asia Minor, there were hidden 
religious communities who had had dual religious identity such as Sabbateans, Crypto-
Christians, Kurumis and Istavris (Stavritoai). Similarly, some other Crypto-Christians lived in 
the Black Sea region in Turkey. As Baer stated, there were many other descendants of 
Muslim converts who kept their Christian faith, and maintained their ethnicity. One example 
would be the Hemshin,870 who preserved their Christian faith, and the Armenian language 
and customs long after converting to Islam in the Black Sea region.871 In this regard, it would 
be interesting to analyse how the Ottoman State managed to integrate the minority religious 
groups through its Islamic constitution as well as customary law.872 
By 1744, Pope Benedict XIV issued a religious decree and proclaimed that Crypto-
Christians could not be baptized unless they were about to die. Orthodox Church labeled the 
Crypto-Christians as hybrid and Lamara which means mix race. Despite Ottoman tolerance 
towards this marginal community, Crypto-Christians were sometimes seen with hostility by 
the orthodox Christian world like other “marginal” beliefs.873 Doctor Richard Robert Madden 
visited Turkey between 1824 and 1827. His observations about different nations in Istanbul 
are remarkable for understanding of national and religious approaches towards diverse 
groupings in the Ottoman public-sphere. Dr Madden noted that, 
It is possible to see all nations in Istanbul, but Christians do not like Jews, Jews do hate 
Greeks (Rum) Greeks humiliate Kpties (Coptic),874 Kpties dislike Armenian. 875 
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Dr Madden also mentioned that despite this negative situation, these nations had similar 
traditions and they were all hospitable towards foreigners. Ottoman archival sources highlight 
religious interactions between different groups in the Ottoman society.876 It is also mentioned 
in some Ottoman documents that particular congregations performed double religious rituals 
in their daily life.877 That suggests that Ottoman Governors were aware of this community, 
but they tolerated their religious practices and kept them a secret for social welfare.878 It also 
indicates that there were other Ottoman citizens, like the Crypto-Christians who hid their 
religious identity their entire life, similar to the Sabbateans.  
Similarly, Robert Pashley who visited Crete Islands in 1834 noted that Megalo 
Kastron and his close environment left Christianity and converted Islam. According to 
Pashley, Crypto-Christians in Crete lived like Muslims but secretly practised Christianity. 
Pashley also stated that although there was no religious imposition by the Ottoman state, 
oddly enough these Ottoman Greek citizens preferred to hide their Christian identity. The fear 
of losing their faith might have made them become more strict Christians. Additionally, 
Pashley noted that, the Kurmulidies family from this community even circumcised their male 
children and gave them Muslim names in a religious celebration. On the other hand, they 
baptized their children at home according to Christian customs.879 
Another important memoir written by Lady Marry Wortley Montage, contains her 
observations during her visit to Istanbul in 1716.880 She provided considerable information 
with regard to secret Christians in the Ottoman State.881 One of her letters was to the Bishop 
in Edirne in 1st of April of 1717. Lady Mary Wortley Montage noted the following: 
The most interesting religion in this territory belongs to Albanian people. These people are 
old native people of Macedonia. These indigenous Albanian live among Muslims and 
Christians but never get problem with any of those people. Perhaps, therefore they cannot 
decide which religion is better than other. Moreover, in order to find the best religion they 
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follow the principles of the both religions and practices Christianity and Islam. They said that 
we will find the best guidance hereafter and that’s why we go to Mosque on Friday and 
Church on Sunday. 882 
Crypto-Christians also appeared in Albania at the same time as Shabbetai Tzvi converted to 
Islam. Some travelers mentioned these Crypto-Christians in Albania.883 Indeed, as understood 
from these sources, the emergence of Crypto-Jews in Albania was related to this episode. 
While Catholic Christians and Muslims were living in the same territory, some Albanians 
decided to convert Christianity.884 
According to Ottoman archival sources, this situation was known by the Ottoman 
authorities but apparently was treated with understanding. However, these particular people 
were in disagreement with Catholic Church for their double religious identity. Because, 
apparently Catholic Church was not happy about this “marginal Christian Albanians” and 
therefore bishop of Skopje did not allow sending a priest to Albanians for their wedding 
ceremonies anymore.885 Thereupon, in 1703, the regional leader of the Catholics church 
gathered in northern Albania and decided that Crypto-Christians must declare their religious 
identity as Christianity. However, this decision did not change the religious choice of Crypto-
Christians in Albanian.886 When they declared themselves as Greek Catholics, they knew that 
they would be protected by the Austria-Hungarian Empire.  
On the other hand, Russian Bishop sent some orthodox Christian missionaries to the 
region as well. Russian missionaries wanted to attach them to orthodox Church. Thereupon, 
the local governor informed the Ottoman government about this controversial sectarian 
group. However, eventually, Ottoman administrators in Istanbul decided to leave this issue to 
Crypto-Christians as a religious matter. When Albania got independence in 1912, Crypto-
Christians from Shpathar villages declared their attachment to the Russian Church and 
became orthodox Christians.887 
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Similarly, those with the dual faiths of Christians and Muslims, in Trabzon city in 
Turkey were regarded as Crypto-Christians in the Ottoman Empire. Armenian priest Mijas 
Bijikyan from Trabzon noted in his travelogue, that there was another congregation among 
Trabzon Greeks (Rum) called Gromisi who had two religious identities.888 To him, these 
people looked like half Muslim and half Christian, but in fact, they were Christians at heart. 
Despite this, they looked like Muslims from outside and even performed the daily Muslim 
ritual (Salah) like ordinary Muslims. This sectarian faith was transmitted from generation to 
generation for years. These people’s personalities were perceived as similar to their dual 
religious identity, neither balanced nor trustable.889 It is clearly understood from the Ottoman 
state archive, the Crypto-Christians mentioned in the records lived in a secretive manner as 
half Muslim and half Christian in society.890 
Traveler George Finlay visited Trabzon in 1850 and shared his memories in his book. 
When Finlay was in Trabzon, he met a local Greek (Rum) Dimitri and spoke to him in 
Ottoman Greek language (Rumca). Dimitri told him that his name was Ömer within the 
Muslim community.891 Finlay also noted that “local people are not Laz but originally old 
Greek. It is likely that there are still some Crypto-Christians in this region, though it is hard to 
ascertain due to their secretive lifestyle”. However, as it is rumoured that they later converted 
Islam and like typical Muslims, they regularly went to Mosque and even circumcised their 
children. Beside that, they were also members of Greek orthodox Church in Trabzon. They 
embraced their secret names according to Old Testament.892 
Sir Edwin Pears stayed in Istanbul and later wrote a memoir with regard to his 
experiences in Turkey. According to his observations, Stavritoai Christians also converted to 
Islam but lived like Crypto-Christians. It is because they were involved in a political revolt 
once upon a time and when the Ottoman rulers decided to punish them by death, they 
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pretended to embrace Islam. Sir Edwin emphasized that there is no doubt that Stavritoai are 
pure Christians in the heart.893  
6.3 Marginal sect in Islam: The Ahmadiyya sect 
The Ahmadiyya congregation has been designated as one of the most controversial 
religious movements in Islam. Due to their belief in prophethood after the Prophet 
Muhammad, Ahmadis have been rejected as infidels (qafirs) by mainstream Muslims who 
teach the finality of Prophethood, that Muhammad was the greatest and last of the prophets. 
Arising in India, in the nineteenth century, the Ahmadiyya movement as a vibrant Islamic 
reform group in Britain and throughout Europe.894  
6.3.1 Mirza Ghulam Ahmad as a controversial figure  
Mirza Ghulam Ahmad was born in Qadian in 1835. His family root goes back to 
Turkish-Mongol origin. Mira Ghulam’s ancestor Mira Hajji Bey immigrated to India from 
Semerkand in 1530.895 Mira Ghulam Ahmad clarifies mysteries about his ancestral history 
but also modifies it with his own assumptions as follows: 
Mirza surname indicates that I come from Turkish-Mongol origin which is obvious.896 
However, Allah revealed me that my family not Turkish but Persian.897 Allah also revealed 
me that from my mother side I am from the Fatimi Saltanate, obviously Qurayshaian 
family.898 Muhyiddin ibn Arabi, mentioned that in his Fususul Hikem that the Messiah will 
appear soon. Once I thought I am originally Chinese.899 
As seen from his sentences, Mirza Ghulam was originally from Mongolia but later 
moved to India and settled in Qadian. In order to get honorific title such as Sayed or Sherif, 
he also claimed his Arabic roots, and linked his lineage to Prophet Muhammed SAW.900 
Some of the statements above indicate that Mirza Ghulam used words in a figurative manner 
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to express spiritual ideas  Due to the metaphorical meanings of his sentences like Shabbetai 
Tzvi, Mirza Ghulam also got labeled as ‘manic depressive’ and ‘hypochondriac’.901  In his 
book, Mirza Ghulam mentioned his own sickness as migraine and diabetes, which was then 
used as a derogatory tool by radical Muslims to attack the Ahmadiyya movement.902  
Mirza Ghulam showed his interest in religious subjects and studied Arabic to better 
understand early written religious texts in Arabic. It is rumoured that he had no Arabic 
teacher, but he was fluent in Arabic reading and writing.903 At a young age, Mirza Ghulam 
was already a well-known learned man among his friends in Qadian.  
6.3.2 Declaration of messiahship 
Particular events in society often play a crucial role for leaders to structure their ideas 
and thoughts within their environments. Mirza Ghulam Ahmad also grew up in difficult times 
in India and realized the social problems of the Muslim world in his time.  
            After the Sipahi Rebellion in India in 1857, all Indian people who fought against 
British colonialism, were either killed, exiled or they escaped to other territories. This social 
chaos was a horrifying event for Muslims in India who were eagerly looking for a solution 
for themselves. Mirza Ghulam began to show his intellectual powers in his environment with 
his mystical writings and his publication of religious  books. The timing was therefore 
suitable for messianic declaration. 
Mirza Ghulam Ahmad also had some reasoning for his messianic declaration. For 
instance, according to Ahmadis, many chaotic events and disputes were taking place around 
the world at the time of Mirza Ghulam.904 Mirza Ghulam thus came up with a messianic idea 
and influenced his environment with his spiritual teachings.905  
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          According to Ibni Khaldun, Prophet Muhammed mentioned a redeemer for the future 
and said that “Mahdi Mahud” or “Mahdi Mavûd” will appear in future.906 These hadiths must 
have been inspired Mirza Ghulam for proclamation of his Messiahship but interestingly all 
hadiths mentioned that the Mahdi will be from the Qurayhsian family, namely a descendant 
of Prophet Muhammed. However, other than Shia Muslim, in all Islamic history, almost all 
mahdi claimers, including Mirza Ghulam Ahmad were not descendents of Prophet 
Muhammed.907 The term Messiah is mentioned in the Qur’an in some ayahs.908 It is also 
stated that there will be redeemers for all nations until the end of the World.909  
          As explained in the third chapter, in the nineteenth century, Mirza Ghulam Ahmad was 
not the only man who came up with a messianic proclamation. Muhammad al Mahdi’s 
Senussi movement in Libya, similarly Mahdi Muhammad Ahmad’s movement in Sudan and 
other Muslim religious leaders declared their Mahdiship in the last quarter of the nineteenth 
century. One of the main reasons for this was that this time was one of hardship for the 
Muslim world. The Ottoman Empire lost its power in Africa, and Western colonial states 
occupied Northern Africa. Libya was occupied by Italy and this social chaos led to Senussi 
rebellion in the region. British occupied Egypt, and also Sudanese Mahdi Muhammed Ahmad 
fought against the British occupation as a redeemer.910 On the other hand, as mentioned 
above, after the Sipahi rebellion against the British occupation in India in 1857, Indian people 
suffered and waited for a Messiah while they were fighting. From this general miserable 
situation, emerged a new fervour and messianic expectation in India. Therefore, Mirza 
Ghulam Ahmad wrote several articles and books to guide Muslims in India as a religious 
leader.  
            After the Sipahi rebellion and the defeat of the locals, not only Indian Muslims but 
also Hindus and Christians faced challenges from the British colonial government. Mirza 
Ghulam was aware of this sensitive time and situation and therefore declared that he has a 
different view from other Muslim scholars. Mirza Ghulam said that holy war (jihad) could 
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not be implemented through violence, because Prophet Muhammed said that ‘pen is mightier 
than sword’ which indicates a peaceful approach to resolving issues. 
However, Mirza Ghulam went as far as proclaiming his loyalty to the British colonial 
rulers and said that ‘I pray for the British government and proclaiming that I have no negative 
thoughts about them in India.911  This friendly approach of Mirza Ghulam was criticized by 
the majority of Muslims. A Muslim Ulama questioned that, “when British occupied your 
country how can you still show your loyalty to them?” Mirza Ghulam’s response to criticism 
was that of challenging Christian missionaries in India in a peaceful way.912 However, still 
the majority of Muslims strongly criticized him as they perceived him to be a teacher of 
heretical thoughts, and having moved away from orthodox doctrine, his followers were 
condemned as apostates and Zındıq (heretics) 913 Thus, his messianic proclamation began 
with a controversy but his movement spread to other continents as time went by. 
6.3.3 Emergence of the Ahmadiyya Movement  
            Despite its success, after the death of Mirza Ghulam Ahmad, his followers were 
divided into two movements, namely the Qadiani Ahmadiyya Movement and the Ahmadiyya 
Andjuman Ishaa'tî Islam (Lahore Group). The Lahore group accepts Ghulam Ahmad as 
mudjaddid,914 not as a prophet and affirms that he never claimed to be a Prophet.915  The 
Ahmadis from this group merely regard the founder, Mirza Ghulam Ahmad as the reformer 
of the nineteenth century. On the other hand, the Qadiani group view him as a Prophet, a 
view which has subject to much controversy.916  
Another controversy in Muslim World about Ahmadiyya movement arises from the 
fact that the declaration of Mahdiship was made to Muslims, but also to Christians and 
Hindus. According to the Islamic tradition, the Mahdi is supposed to guide Muslims but 
Mirza Ghulam’s proclamation was addressed to Christians and Hindus as well. However, 
there were about ten Muslim leaders who proclaimed their Mahdiship at the same time as 
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Mirza Ghulam. So if Mirza Ghulam is regarded as the ‘real’ Mahdi, then all other claimants 
would be False Mahdis. This raises questions on how one would define the ‘real’ Mahdi. 
  A century before Mirza Ghulam Ahmad, another Muslim scholar came up a very 
similar messianic proclamation. The eighteenth century religious scholar Sheikh 
Veliyuddin917 proclaimed that he was the expected redeemer (Kaimu’z Zaman) and for the 
first time, declared a very profound statement that no prophethood exists after Muhammad 
(pbuh), but the light of prophethood will continue forever. Similiarly, according to members 
of the Ahmadiyya congregation, there are successors to Prophet Muhammad, and they have 
the same quality as previous Prophets. It is believed that these special leaders are capable of 
guiding people like Prophets. Mirza Ghulam Ahmad might have been influenced by 
Veliyuddin’s ideas.918 
          Mirza Ghulam Ahmad developed his own interpretation of spiritual beliefs according 
to Islamic tradition and Qur’an, for instance, the verse the pen is mightier than the sword, 
which became his main slogan.919 This is the peaceful understanding of Jihad which was 
emphasised and bequeathed by Mirza Ghulam Ahmad to his followers.920 Basing their 
teaching on the hadiths, Ahmadis argue that the promised Messiah would put an end to 
fighting in the name of the faith. Still, Mirza Ghulam Ahmad told his followers that there 
might be occasions in the future when Jihad by the sword would be necessary for self 
defense.921 According to Ghulam Ahmad, the Mahdi’s role is to spread Islam, not with the 
sword, but by heavenly sign and arguments.922 Using the same term as Peace Be upon Him 
for Mirza Ghulam Ahmad, who will appear on the minaret in Aqsa Mosque in India is a still 
valid belief in Ahmadiyya congregation.923  
       Some critical ideas in the Ahmadi sect make them appear as an extreme 
movement in the Muslim world. Therefore, the Ahmadis are regarded as unbelievers by the 
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majority of Muslims because they deny the finality of the prophethood of Muhammad 
(pbuh); they accept the teachings of Ghulam Ahmad who claimed to be a Prophet and the 
Messiah who received revelation from God. They reject the virgin birth and “Immaculate 
Conception” of Jesus Christ as well as the religious war against unbelievers (Jihad) in Islam. 
Mainstream Muslims consider Ahmadiyya as a heretical faith, a sect whose members, 
according to them, hypocritically claim to be Muslim, and who are damaging the beliefs of 
those Muslims who may have lack of Islamic knowledge. For this reason, Muhammad Iqbal, 
Indi-Pakistani political and religious leader recognized Ahmadis as a danger to the solidarity 
of Islam.924  
Similarly, other than Ahmadis, all Ulama declared the belief in Muhammad as the last 
of the Prophets, as the main criterion for acceptance as a Muslim believer.925 Therefore even 
the Muslim Judicial Council of Cape Town published defamatory literature which 
catergorised Ahmadis as infidels (qafirs).926 Being a persecuted minority globally, and keen 
to be acknowledged and gain support, the Ahmadis have even struggled to get involved in 
politics.927 
Additionally, three important reasons caused division among some members of the 
Ahmadiyya congregation. One of them was the Caliphate issue,928 the second one was the 
prophethood issue and the last one was the Cawnpore (Kanpur) mosque dispute. The first one 
began after the death of Mirza Ghulam Ahmad. Another prominent religious leader in 
Ahmadiyya movement, Sayid Muhammad Ihsan Amrohavi who used to edit the Arabic texts 
of Mirza Ghulam Ahmad, soon began to criticize the marginal declarations of Mirza Ghulam. 
In the beginning, when Sayid M. Amrohavi wrote an article on the 24th December of 1916, he 
proclaimed that he left the Qadiani path of Ahmadiyya movement for particular reasons. In 
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terms of the prophethood issue, according to M. Amrohavi, Mirza Ghulam created divisions 
among Muslim people when he declared himself as Nabi (Prophet), and stated that the word 
Ahmad in Qur’an929 refers to him, Mirza Ahmad.930  On the other hand, Prophet Muhammad 
said that “I have five names, I am Muhammad and Ahmad, I am Al Mahi, I am al-Hashir, I 
am al Aqib (means no prophet after me).931 Indeed, in some old Islamic religious books in 
sixteenth century, the religion was called as Din-i Ahmadiyya, namely Islam.932 The third 
issue revolved around the Ahmadiyya mosque in Cawnpore, which the State wished to 
demolish in 1913 in order to build a highway. While the Ahmadis objected to the demolition, 
their response to the State’s decision was not a unanimous one. The Qadiani group favoured 
retaliation, on the other hand, the Lahore group maintained that Mirza Ghulam would have 
professed a peaceful encounter with the State. This exacerbated rifts between the two groups 
with the Ahmadiyya movement. 
Similarly, some statements of Mirza Ghulam Ahmad led to negative attitudes against 
him in Muslim society. In 1884, Mirza Ghulam said that God would give him a son in future 
and he will be a very remarkable man for humanity. However, in 1886, his daughter Ismet 
was born. Thereupon, in 1886, Mirza Ghulam explained his divine inspiration about his 
coming blessing son, named Basher and also his Christian name Emanuel. According to 
Mirza Ghulam, his son will have the Holy Spirit and will be a famous religious leader 
worldwide. In 1887, a son was born, and he gave him a Basher Ahmad. Then, Mirza Ghulam 
called this son the expected leader “Muslih-i Mevud.” Ghulam Ahmad expected miracles 
from his son for humanity. However, the sudden death of Basher in 1888 disappointed Mirza 
Ghulam. He did not mention this subject anymore, but for sake of the Caliphate, Ahmadis 
believed that the expected Redeemer would still come as Muslih-i Mevud. Despite that, there 
is always controversy between the Lahore and Qadiani congregations on the subject.933  
Ahmadiyya movements have some reasons for claiming the divine inspiration of 
Mirza Ghulam Ahmad. According to them, God sent divine inspiration some holy people 
other than Prophets. For instance, according to the Islamic teaching, Moses’s mother,934 
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Jesus’s mother holy Virgin Mary935 and some saints (apostles) received divine inspiration 
from God.936 Therefore, even the Ahmadiyya movement of Lahore believes that Mirza 
Ghulam received some divine inspiration from God at particular times.937  
These arguments even influenced some Christian missionaries in their intellectual 
discussions. For instance, Christian missionaries in India in the nineteenth century used some 
influential teachings to their advantage, arguing that Jesus must have been superior to 
Muhammad because Muhammad died a natural death, while Jesus was tortured and 
crucified.938 Muslims traditionally imparted the idea that Jesus, although appearing to die on 
the cross, was taken physically in his living form to heaven by God, to return as a champion 
of Islam in the future.  As mentioned in the Qur’an, the Jews stated, “‘we did slay the 
Messiah, Jesus,  son of Mary the messenger of Allah,’ whereas they slew him not, nor did 
they bring about his death on the cross, but he was made to appear to them like one 
crucified.” The Qur’an affirms, “on the contrary, Allah exalted him to Himself”.939 
On the other hand, according to Mirza Ghulam, his Messiahship was supported by 
God.   To Mirza Ghulam, God said to him, “Oh my servant, I created you with the features of 
Jesus. You and Jesus are created from the same nature, the same precious material.” After 
this period, Ghulam revealed that he is the Messiah al Mevud. Unlikely Shia Muslims, Mirza 
Ghulam Ahmad did not believe that the expected redeemer Mahdi/Messiah must be a 
descendent of Prophet Muhammad (pbuh). Mirza Ghulam said that some Hadiths about 
coming of Mahdi were fabricated by early Hadith transmitters.940  Additionally, in 1902, he 
said that “I am the chosen shadow of Prophet (Zilli Nabi) and Messiah.”941 For this reason, 
the Ahmadiyya congregation still defends the same view the the divine inspiration did not 
stop after the death of Prophet Muhammad.942  
Additionally, this separation from mainstream Muslim community was also 
mentioned by Prophet Muhammad who said that “my people (followers –Ummah) will be 
separated into 72 parts in future.” So this Hadith shows that the separation of religion is not 
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against the fundamental structure of the religion. Different thoughts among Muslim can cause 
the separation of the congregation but does not change the main values of the religion.943 
 According to the Ahmadiyya movement, the sign of the Messiah’s arrival was that 
many false Messiahs would appear in Mirza Ahmad’s time and there would be several 
claimants for messiahship. Prophethood from other Holy religious texts regarding the coming 
of the chosen one of the latter days were mentioned. Qadian Ahmadis stated that Guru Baba 
Nanak was also a holy man who received revelation from God. His words are recorded in the 
Holy Book of the Sikhs. For instance, Guru Baba Nanak stated that: 
The reign of the Mughals shall last from 1578 to 1897 of the Bikram era, then a Reformer 
shall rise.944 A time shall come in the latter age when people shall cease to act upon their 
scriptures and observe no prayers, Yogis, Sanyasis, Brahmacharis and Brahmins would be 
labelled as Gurus.945  
Ahmadis find these words to be evidence for the messianic proclamation of Mirza Ghulam 
Ahmad. Similarly, Ahmadis also stated that Guru Nanak emphasised that Mirza Ghulam 
Ahmad would be a Muslim and true Messiah, that he would come from the district of 
Gurdaspur and that he would be from the Moghul Tribe.946 Ahmadis identify commonalities 
between Guru Nanak’s religious message and that made by Christ in the New Testament. 
Ahmadi Muslims believe that some earlier scholars like Guru Nanak indicated the same 
particular location for the appearance of expected Messiah with his extraordinary wisdom. 
According to Ahmadis, the era of his appearance was also the sameas predicted, and of these 
prophecies were realised by Mirza Ghulam Ahmad of Qadian, India. Therefore, Mirza 
Ghulam Ahmad began his mission during the British rule when the Christian missionaries 
were well-resourced. To the community, Mirza Ghulam Ahmad challenged the doctrine of 
Christianity by suggesting that Jesus did not die after his crucifixion and was buried in 
Kashmir. Therefore, in 1890, Mirza Ghulam Ahmad declared that he was the Promised 
Messiah and Mahdi, and was fulfilling the predictions in the Bible and Qur’an.  
According to Ahmadi believers, solar and lunar eclipses occurred exactly as predicted 
in the Holy Scriptures in 1894 in the Eastern Hemisphere and in 1895 in the Western 
Hemisphere. This prophecy is also stated in the Bible. “Immediately after the tribulation of 
those days shall the sun be darkened, and the moon shall not give her light, and the stars shall 
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fall from heaven, and the powers of the heavens shall be shaken."947 As explained in chapter 
three, according to the Shia sect, Prophet Muhammad made several statements regarding the 
identity of the expected Redeemer. According to the Ahmadis, the Mahdi will from 
Damascus of Persian descent. However, as shown earlier, Mirza Ghulam claimed his origins 
back to the Moghuls, Arab from Fatimi Sultanate as well as to the Chinese. These unstable 
claims of Mirza Ghulam are interpreted as metaphorical by Ahmadi followers.948 
6.3.4 Mainstream Muslim views on the Ahmadiyya Movement 
Most of the Muslim Ulama have criticized some of the religious statements made by 
the Ahmadiyya Movement regarding Islam. For instance, the Ahmadiyya movement believed 
that Ahmadis established their own Caliphate in 1908, after the death of Mirza Ghulam 
Ahmad. However, according to mainstream Muslims, the Ottoman Caliphate was still active 
and controlled by the Ottoman Empire.949 It was only abolished sixteen years later, by the 
modern secular Turkish State in 1924.  
Ahmadis believe that while the Caliphate of Ottoman Empire was a political power, 
the Caliphate of Ahmadiyya movement was only a spiritual phenomenon.950 However, Sunni 
Muslims state that Ahmadis knowingly or unknowingly damaged the unity of the Muslim 
world when they declared another Caliphate.951 On the other hand, the Ahmadis criticized the 
modern Turkish policy due to its secular administration, and the fact that the Caliph title was 
no longer in use, as was the case during the Ottoman times.   
                                                          
947 Mat 24:29 
948 Gita 4:7-8 
949 Redhouse J.W., 1877, A vindication of the Ottoman Sultan’s title of Caliph, p. 4, E. Wilson, London. “The 
Ottoman State successfully conducted the Caliphate duties and considered the rights of the Muslims in the 
World.” W. Redhouse, as an orientalist, noted; “a new assumption by the present or late sultan of Turkey, it 
dates from 1517 and from China to Algiers, from the snows of Siberia to the tropical isles of Sumatra and Java, 
to the British colony of the Cape of Good Hope.” 
950 I thanks to Mirza Mansoor who is the current Imam of Ahmadiyya mosque in Cape Town, shared his 
valuable knowledge with me during my studies in South Africa, Mirza Mansoor told me during my interview. 
“Ahmadi is most corrected way to call us Ahmadis. Because Ahmad was also name of the prophet Muhammed. 
When he wants to refer Mirza Ghulam Ahmad, otherwise Ahmad name is exist in Quran. Surat al Saff, partially 
refers Mirza Ghulam Ahmad) Ortodox Muslim Ulama are asking us why we believe prophecy of Mirza Ghulam 
Ahmad but not the prophecy of the first false prophet Muselman. I answered that because Musselman did not 
bring anything but he did only created debate. According to me, dejjals are Imams. Many hadidts have 
metaphorical meanings but Sunni lmams do not understand this deep knowledge. For instance, it is transmitted 
as the Imam comes and dick the grave of prophet Muhammed is taken as literately which is wrong. We don’t 
consider any others as Kafir unless they reject almighty Allah.” 
951 I am very grateful to Sheikh Seraac Johaar, Imam of Nurul Islam mosque in Cape Town.  Sheikh Seraac 




From a political point of view, there were two key reasons why the Turkish national 
assembly in the 1920s had to abolish the Caliphate. One reason was that the establishment of 
a secular country, modern Turkey, was at odds with Islamic institutes such the Caliphate. The 
second reason was that Caliph Abdulmecid Effendi secretly began to correspond with the 
British Empire against the Turkish government based in the capital Ankara.952 This was a 
catalyst to the abolition of the Ottoman Caliphate. 
Other than the Caliphate issue, the Ahmadiyya movement has been criticized for 
believing in the prophethood of Mirza Ghulam, after Prophet Muhammad. One of Mirza 
Ghulam’s controversial statements was around the meaning of the Qur’anic verse about 
Khatamun Nebiyyen. According to mainstream Muslims, Khatamun Nebiyyen means the 
final Prophet and refers to Prophet Muhammad. According to Mirza Ghulam, Khatamun 
Nebiyyen refers to Prophet Muhammad, but stands the last law bearing Prophet. The 
Ahmadis believe that there could be other Prophets after Prophet Muhammad, but the latter is 
the last one to bring the Holy Book. This constitutes the main bone of contention between 
mainstream Muslims and Ahmadis953.  
Interestingly, to be an Ahmadi Muslim, one must complete a specific form, namely 
the declaration of initiation which was prepared by the fifth Caliph of the Ahmadiyya 
movement, Mirza Masroor Ahmad. In this declaration, it is clearly stated that Prophet 
Muhammad is the Khatamun Nebiyyen, which as mentioned, refers to the last law bearing 
Prophet according to Ahmadis. This sheds light on the Ahmadi’s understanding of Islam, and 
ideas of prophethood. It is declared by Mirza Ghulam, that the Qur’an is a perfect book and 
the world owes its civilisation to Holy Qur’an.954 However, the Ahmadis’ interpretation of 
the Qur’an is not acceptable by the majority Muslim society.955 According to Mirza Ghulam, 
“Hatem” means a seal but is misunderstood by mainstream Muslims as the last or final divine 
authority.  
Another controversy revolves around Mirza Ghulam’s declaration that he is Prophet 
not only for Muslims, but also for Christians and Hindus. However, this statement is unusual 
because even across Abrahamic religions there is little consensus around who the Prophets 
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are. While Islam recognizes all other Abrahamic religions, Christianity and Judaism do not 
consider Muhammad as a holy Prophet. Therefore, by extension, Mirza Ghulam’s messianic 
proclamation cannot apply to Muslims and at the same time to Christians and Hindus.956 
Other than Ahmadis, all other Muslim scholars largely interpreted this prophethood 
issue in the Qur’an in a similar way. For instance, Ahmadis came up with new idea about the 
interpretation of a Qur’anic verse that mentions Ahmad.957 In the Qur’an, it is mentioned that 
the expected messenger after Jesus would be “Ahmad” in verse six. According to mainstream 
Muslims, Ahmad refers to the qualities of the Prophet. Thus, Prof Okuyan stated that the 
name Ahmad contains a eulogistic meaning, rather than designating a person by the name of 
Ahmad.958 In this verse, he stated that Jesus refers to Prophet Muhammad as his successor. 
Prof Bayindir also said that the term Ahmad is not the name of the Prophet but one of his 
virtues mentioned by Jesus.959 Similarly, another Muslim scholar Mustafa Islamoglu stated 
that Jesus mentioned his successor in the Qur’an but made no mention of Mirza Ghulam 
Ahmad.960 It is clearly understood that none of these Sunni scholars even mentioned the 
coming of a Prophet by the name of Ahmad in future.961  
Furthermore, some verses in the Bible were also interpreted by Ahmadi Muslim in 
their own way.962 These scriptures are used by Ahmadis to prove the prophethood of Mirza 
                                                          
956 When I discussed the prophecy with the Imam of Ahmadiyya mosque in Cape Towm, Mirza Mansoor told 
me that; “we are representing the true Islam and remember Prophet Muhammed (Pbuh) said that “My ummah 
will split into seventy-three sects, all of whom will be in Hell except one group”. This is mentioned in the 
hadeeth of 'Abd-Allaah ibn 'Amr which was recorded and classed as hasan by al-Tirmidhi (2641). So these 
different views among Muslims are not suprising us because wê know wê are on right path, Alhamdulillah.” 
This interview really clearly explains that controversial statements do not always come from majorty of 
religious groups.  
957 Qur’an 61:6, Yusuf Ali version; and remember, Jesus, the son of Mary, said: “O Children of Israel! I am the 
messenger of Allah (sent) to you, confirming the Law (which came) before me, and giving Glad Tidings of a 
Messenger to come after me, whose name shall be Ahmad.” But when he came to them with Clear Signs, they 
said, “This is evident sorcery!”; See also the Holy Bible, John 15:26, “But when the Comforter is come, whom I 
will send unto you from the Father, even the Spirit of truth, which proceedeth from the Father, he shall testify of 
me”. 
958 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MkXTFqNCD-Q in this video, 1:13’ minutes. 
959 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X7T9E_V00Yg  in the video, it is mentioned in the first minute until 
1:13’ minutes. 
960 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X7T9E_V00Yg 
961 Surah Ali Imran 3:84 also mentioned that Say, "We have believed in Allah and in what was revealed to us 
and what was revealed to Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob, and the Descendants, and in what was given to Moses 
and Jesus and to the prophets from their Lord. We make no distinction between any of them, and we are 
Muslims [submitting] to Him." 
962  For instance, according  to the Bible, God said to Moses, on whom be peace: “I will raise up for them a 
prophet like you from among their brothers; I will put my words in his mouth, and he will tell them everything I 
commend him.”962 The prophet was depited as having the following characteristics:  He will resemble Moses. 
He will come from the community of the Israelites, known as the Ishmaelite. He will declare what God ordered 




Ghulam Ahmad, however according to most Muslim scholars, these verses refer to the 
prophethood of Prophet Muhammad. On the other hand, some Christians believe it to be 
referring to Jesus.963 
Due to major religious disagreement orthodox Muslims and the Ahmadis, Mirza 
Ghulam Ahmad could not succeed in achieving good relations with the Islamic state of the 
time, the Ottoman Empire.  There are important Ottoman archival documents about Mirza 
Ghulam and his plans to visit holy places in Mecca and Medina. According to an Ottoman 
document, Mirza Ghulam wanted to go on pilgrimage with his wife, but he could not 
complete his voyage.964 It is because, before his messianic actions, the Ottoman Empire sent 
the Ottoman consul of India, Husain Kami to Mirza Ghulam for a meeting in 1899. However, 
when Ottoman diplomat Husain Kami visited Mirza Ghulam, he was not welcomed by 
Ghulam. Instead of speaking to him in a peaceful way, Mirza Ghulam told Husain Kami 
unpleasant things about the Ottoman Sovereignty. Thereupon, Husain Kami reported these 
issues to Ottoman Empire. After this negative development, Ottoman authorities did not 
allow Mirza Ghulam Ahmad to carry out what they deemed to be any messianic propaganda 
in the Muslim lands.965  
Another document highlights that despite his desperate intention to perform Hajj duty, 
Mirza Ghulam was not allowed to visit Mecca for pilgrimage.966 Some other documents also 
illustrate that Ottoman statesmen were careful about the religious movement of Mirza 
                                                          
963 Ahmad Mirza Bashiruddin Mahmud,  Introduction of the study of the Holy Quran, p. 83, London 
964 Ottoman State Archive, DH. SYS, 31/8 Hijree, 1330  
965 Ahmadi Muslims in Qadian and London mentioned this event but blaming Turkish consul for this issue. In 
one of their publications, Ahmadi writer stated that, “Turkish Consul-General Husain Kami was indeed not an 
honest man, he stole donated money and then went to prison which is also a proof for the statements of Mirza 
Ghulam Ahmad regarding Husain Kami.”In fact, the writer has mixed up the consul Husain Kami with Husain 
Kamil Effendi. See, Dard A. R, 2008, Life Of Ahmad, Founder of the Ahmadiyya Movement, p. 535, UK. Other 
than Ottoman sources, contemporary Indian Muslim leader, Muhammad Inshaullah who led the Hedjaz Railway 
Project in India, met the Ottoman Consul-General Hüseyin Kami in Karachi in 1896. According to Inshaullah, 
Hüseyin Kami was a dynamic diplomat, who “undertook an extensive trip within Northern India, partly to gauge 
the situation near the Afghan frontier. He met many people and was warmly welcomed by the Muslims of India. 
However, after a meeting and celebration he organized in 1897 to celebrate the Turkish Victory over Greece, his 
activities were deemed incompatible with his status, and a protest was sent by the (British) Government of India 
to the Sublime Porte (Istanbul) in which it was stated that if and when he returned home after a vacation, he 
would not be allowed to land in India.” Whereas, this primary source clearly shows that Hüseyin Kami was not 
popular because of British policy in India but actually not about his corruption what Ahmadi writer states above. 
See, Wasti, Syed Tanvi, 1998, Muhammad Inshaullah and Hijaz Railway, p. 69 fn, Vol, 34, NO, 2, Middle 
Eastern Studies 




Ghulam Ahmad, seeking to ensure that the movement does not occasion a religious uprising, 
which would threaten the sovereignty of the State.967  
As mentioned, the Ahmadiyya movement was divided into two different 
congregations in 1914. Unlikely Qadiani Ahmadis, the Lahore Ahmadis did not accept the 
prophethood of Mirza Ghulam Ahmad but only considered him as a Mujaddid and religious 
leader. According to the Qadiani group, Lahore accepted the Qadiani Caliphate in 1908 but 
then left it in 1914. This said, the Qadiani group has a much wider congregation in the world. 
Still, this alone cannot be a measure of the legitimacy of the congregation. If that were the 
case, then any Hanafee Sunni Muslim could declare that Hanafees formed the largest Muslim 
community in the world. Certainly one cannot appeal to the large numbers to determine 
rightness.968  
Another controversial subject among Qadiani Ahmadis is that of not attending prayers 
in the same temple with other Muslims. According to Professor Fiğlalı, Qadiani Ahmadis 
only pray with other Qadiani Ahmadis.969 From this perspective, their principle resembles 
that of the Sabbateans.970 On the other side, many Muslims in Turkey and other Islamic 
countries declare that Ahmadis are Kafir.971 Interestingly some conservative writers even 
blame the Zionist Jewish State to support Ahmadis project without any evidence.972 
Worldwide, many Ahmadis defend themselves in the media.973 On the other hand, many 
Muslim followers find Ahmadis to be non-Muslims,974 and this perception has been 
                                                          
967 Ottoman State Arvhive, BEO, 4201/315060 Hijree, 1331; Likewise, books like Risaletul Edyan to teach 
reformist Islamic knowledge as Talimi Islamiyye (education on Islam) were recorded as a political threat by the 
Ottoman commander from Punjab. 
968 Figlali, 1986, p. 157. 
969 Ibid, p. 163. 
970 Gövsa, 2009, p. 90. 
971 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Fhb1e0lBljM  
972 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O-ikIv2gE6g. In spite of these pleasant relations with Ahmadis and 
Israeli government in Israel, in order to emphases the political issues between Philistine and Israel, the head of 
the worldwide Ahmadiyya Muslim Community, Mirza Tahir Ahmad could frankly note it in his book, “... this 
historical background shows that the Western Israel powers accepted the right of the Jews to carry out 
terrorism and that these activities of the Jews were not to be termed as “Jewish terrorism”. On the other hand, 
the Muslims countries are not even allowed to retaliate to protect their territorial and political interest, and if 
they do so then not only are they censured but even Islam is slandered and such efforts are maliciously termed 
“Islamic Terrorism”. See; Hazrat Mirza Tahir Ahmad, 1991, The Gulf Crisis & The New World Order, p. 224, 
United States of America.  
973 Why accept Imam Mehdi and Jamaat Ahmadiyya?  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_clC4v20yH4  





prevailing for years. The debates that arise publicly and academically also have similarities 
with those that discuss the marginal community of Sabbateans.975 
As Prof Bayur noted, the Ahmadi movement has been secretly growing in Muslim 
society that shows that whenever and wherever the Ahmadis have felt threatened, they have 
hidden their religious identity.976 Therefore, as a primary source, Prof Bayur’s observations 
are very significant to understanding the social problems that the Ahmadiyya congregation 
dealt with in the past.977  Besides that, Ahmadiyya movement at present does not hide itself in 
public but the individuals themselves still prefer to stay discreet when they are among Sunni 
Muslims.  It is because the majority of Muslims recognize them as heretical. In response, 
according to Prof Bayur, Ahmadis prefer to separate their mosque and even graveyards until 
they receive recognition and respect from the Sunni Muslim community. These speculative 
arguments have been partially published and promoted by both camps of believers who 
always find a way to prove that they are right, which sometimes leads to disagreement. 
Therefore, as a solution, it would be better to respect every believer who can be equally 
considered as a human being, rather than reject one another as infidel.  
6.4 Response to fundamentalism in Islam  
Like the Ahmadiyya movement of the nineteenth century, there have been several 
religious movements in Islamic history from the beginning of the religion of Islam to the 
present day. It is important to analyze such marginal movement based on the main religious 
sources without being influenced by personal views. It is because although there are Muslims 
throughout the world, who call themselves Sunni or Shia, they all agree on one God, and hold 
that Prophet Mohammad is the final messenger of the God. There are different schools of 
thought in Islam, but they all agree on the fundamental principles. According to Lahore 
Ahmadis as well, Prophet Muhammad is the last one. However, the Qaldians hold that 
Prophet Muhammad is the last law-bearing Prophet, but there can be other reformist Prophets 
after him. Prophet Mohammad said that “the differences of my Ummah (followers) are a 
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976 Bayur Y. Hikmet, 1987, Hindistan Tarihi, cilt 3, p. 487 Ankara, Ahmadis do not allow to go to Haj because 
they are found qafir and not acces to visit Mecca. 
977 However, hiding one’s religious identity is regarded as an insincere attitude in Muslim world and called 
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mercy. Whoever says a prayer as we say it, and faces our Qibla and eats the meat slaughtered 
by us, he is a Muslim for who is the covenant of Allah”.978  
Therefore, the different mystical philosophies in Islam are not regarded as heresy by 
Prophet Muhammad. However, to overly emphasise one’s belonging to any given sect such 
as the Ahmadiyya movement, without acknowledging that one is Muslim, may be regarded 
by some as a heresy. Still, according to the divine ordinances laid down in the Qur’an and 
also supported by Hadiths, to label one as heretical might go against the very principles of 
Islam, “and say not to anyone who offers you the Islamic salutation; thou art not a 
believer.”979  Briefly, when any Muslim declares the unity of God as it is known in the 
Muslim World, “la ilahe illahah Muhammedan Resul Allah” one should not call him an 
unbeliever for any sin, nor expel him from the fold of Islam.980  
Early Muslim scholars like Imam al-Ghazali clearly explained this need to resist 
radicalism in their books.981 For instance, some Muslims believe that the expected Mahdi will 
arrive, like Shia Muslims await the arrival of the Imam al Muntazar as a Redeemer or Mahdi. 
Some mainstream Muslims might regard this as heresy, or Taqfer.982 Likewise, Imam 
Bukhari stated that Imam al-Azam Abu Hanifa (the founder of the Sunni Hanafi School) was 
a Kafir because of his jurisprudence.983 According to Imam Ghazali, these radical thoughts 
caused extremism in Muslim society. Unfortunately, Ghazali faced similar extreme criticism 
by some Muslim scholars.984 Still, the statements in his books are not against Qur’anic 
teachings, because the Qur’an states that Only God can decide about that who is Kafir and 
who is not.985  
For Ghazali, there is no substantial evidence to hold this, and these beliefs do not 
make the followers infidel because of their alleged “false beliefs”. His view might also of 
relevance to the current perception of Ahmadis as Taqfer by some mainstream Muslims, 
because of their belief in Mirza Ghulam as a Mahdi. Such beliefs might not be in the Qur’an, 
                                                          
978 Bukhari, Chapter 8:28 See also, Maulana, 2014, p. 88. 
979 Quran, Surat An-Nisa, 4:94 
980 This is also a hadiths trasmited by Abu Dawuud, Chapter 15:33. 
981 Gazali, 2014, p. 54. 
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983 Camilla Adang, 2006, "This Day I have Perfected Your Religion for You: A Zahiri Conception of Religious 
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but according to Ghazali, that would not necessarily make those who believe in them Taqfer. 
From his explanation, it can be understood that “false beliefs” in religion do not make a 
believer infidel, provided that the believer does not reject Islam or anything from the 
Qur’an.986  
Ghazali explained that some scholars made a powerful statement that Muslims who 
do not know the Islamic scholastic theology (ilm al-Kalam), which is written by us, are Kafir. 
According to Ghazali, these Muslim scholars make a grave mistake to determine the 
boundaries of sin and goodness, which was already determined by the creator Almighty for 
humanity in the Qur’an.987  
Ghazali further explained that in light of the Hadiths, those who are Kafir are 
supposed to go to hell, but according to these Muslim scholars almost everybody will go to 
hell.988 Imam al-Ghazali analyzed the boundaries of tolerance in Islam and explained it in his 
well-known book Faysalü’t tefrika beyne’l Islam ve’z zendeqa.989 To Ghazali, some Muslim 
theologians misinterpreted particular verses in the Qur’an and declared that most of the 
scholars and intellectuals were sinners, Zindiq or Qafır. However, their different 
interpretation of the religious texts could not be a strong enough reason to label them as 
disbelievers. Ghazali stated that these extremist thoughts towards those who might be 
perceived to deviate from mainstream Islamic thought, have existed throughout the history of 
Islam. Those with radical views have even judged Caliph Ali as Kafir. He was married the 
daughter of Prophet Muhammad, Fatimah. Ali was eventually killed. Indeed this narrow 
understanding among particular radical Muslim scholars has been prevailing. As mentioned, 
Imam Ghazali got labelled as Kafir by some radical Muslim scholars. Some Muslim Ulama 
like Abu Abdullah ben Ali al Mazeri, Abu’l Velid Muhammad ben Velid ad Turtushi issued 
religious fatwas to burn the books of Imam Ghazali in Northern Africa.990  
           As stated above, when conservatism rises in Muslim communities, believers slavishly 
tend to follow their own understanding of their faith while rejecting other thoughts in society. 
In this way, the boundaries between mainstream and minority faiths becomes more visible. In 
contrast, as mentioned, as an Islamic empire Ottoman Sultans managed to rule different 
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Muslim, Jewish and Christian minorities within the same territory for centuries. The section 
below analyses how the Ottoman Empire managed to rule even Crypto-Christians with 
tolerance in history. 
6.5 Minority movement’ response to their marginal religious status  
As indicated earlier, there are many similarities between the three minority movement 
in terms of the challenges they faced in society. Despite different religious rituals and beliefs, 
these communities have been struggling with similar issues for years. One of the most 
important similarities in both communities is with regard to hiding their religious identities. 
Sabbateans, Crypto-Christians and Ahmadis prefer not to say which community they belong 
to.991 However, over time some began to reveal their dual or secret religious allegiances.  
Crypto-Christians only proclaimed their secret religious identity publicly in society 
after the Tanzimat reform in the Ottoman Empire. On the 15th of July 1857, a total of forty 
four native people from Kurumis family went to the governor in Trabzon and wanted to 
register as Christians which they partly were anyway. After that, they visited consulates of 
France, England, Russia and Australia in Trabzon. This seemed very to be an interesting 
event in the city, and Trabzonian people even made fun of with them in a poetic way.992 The 
British Consul of Trabzon, Steven explained the situation of Crypto-Christians in his reports 
on the 31st of October 1857 and noted that: 
            His Excellency,  
It is an honor for me to transmit that Kurumi family officially embraced Christianity. They 
met with me and also Russian-French consulate as well in order to get their supports. If 
Turkish Government does not positively response the requests of Kurumis family, they will 
move to Russia. I can surely say that Russian consulate is ready to provide Russian passport 
for all the members of Kurumi family.993 
As far as is understood from the primary sources, the governor of Trabzon tried to 
provide some special facilities for Crypto-Christians if they officially declare their religious 
identity. Apparently, French Consul of Trabzon put pressure on the government of Trabzon 
for the benefit of Kurumnis family. The political pressure from Christian countries helped 
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Crypto-Christians to declare their secret Christian beliefs at the time of the declining Ottoman 
State.994 However, there was no pressure on the Christian society in the Ottoman period. As a 
multicultural state, the Ottoman Empire treated all nations with the same manner. Therefore, 
the old Greek names of suburbs like Santa, Party, and Kurumis did not change in Trabzon 
during the Ottoman period and are still used.995 
In the last quarter of the nineteenth century, some other Crypto-Christians declared 
their secret religious identities in Akdağ Madeni in Yozgat. This family was called Istavrili in 
the Ottoman archival correspondences. However, as understood from Turkish sources, 
Istavris family were also originally from Trabzon but went to Yozgat from the Istavri village 
in Trabzon in order to operate a mining company in Akdag Madeni in 1830.996 When they 
moved to Yozgat city, they were still performing their religious practices in Islam and 
attending military service like Muslim citizens. However, in the 1880 census of the Ottoman 
State, Istavri family members recorded with their Christian names in the official lists. This 
was found to be a normal event for the Ottoman administrators but shocked their Muslim 
neighbors in the city. 997 Oddly enough, there were even some well-known Imams in this 
family like Mahmud Effendi who performed religious rituals at Mosques.998 Ottoman 
archival documents provide insightful information about Crypto-Christian families in 
Trabzon as follows: 
Your Excellency,  
As I have been informed that while Kurumi family in Torul was known as Muslim, they 
converted to Christianity with the encouragement of an orthodox Greek priest.999 
Some other archival documents show evidence of Crypto-Christians who were 
Istavris being compelled by the Greek bishop to record themselves with Christian names in 
this region in the 19th century.1000 Another archival document, this time released by the 
Ottoman state, reveals that Istavri families in Trabzon and Yozgat must be registered as they 
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want, namely, as Muslims or Christian, but their marriage relations with Christian families 
must also be declared according to the constitution, in order to establish which taxes they 
would be subject to paying, as explained later.1001   
As far as is understood from one archival document, a Crypto-Christian Istavri family 
was regarded as Muslim and treated according to the Islamic law. After the Tanzimat reform, 
the Ottoman Greek orthodox Church kindly asked the Ottoman government to register them 
as Christians.1002 Beside this, archival documents demonstrate that the Ottoman State not only 
showed tolerance towards minorities in the Empire, but was careful to provide Christians 
with freedom of faith within their own community. Therefore, the Ottoman Government 
decided that they must be recorded as they want according to taxation policies in the census 
lists, because among them some members declared themselves as Christians but still paid tax 
as Muslims.1003  For instance, due to disputes between the Catholic and Christian Churches in 
Jerusalem, in order to liberally perform their own religious rituals, upon their request, the 
Ottoman Sultan issued an imperial decree to separate the Churches for each of the religious 
congregations.1004   
On the other hand, the Sabbatean movement never revealed or proclaimed their 
distinctive identities as Sabbateans. Unlike Crypto-Christians, as a hidden religious group, 
Sabbateans lived in solidarity. One of the Sabbatean believers in Izmir provided interesting 
information with me during an interview. N Ongan said that “Sabbateans use particular terms 
such as ‘my lamb’ (kuzum) among themselves and thus show their loyality to their faiths and 
co-religionists”. N. Ongan more importantly said that, “we believed that Sevi was the true 
Messiah and his messiahship was proclaimed by some Jewish and Muslim saints even before 
Sevi was born. Well-known 13th century Muslim saint, Yunus Emre revealed that in his 
poem as follows: 
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Madeni'ndeki Đstavriler hakkında alınan karar dairesinde muameleye tabi tutulması ve bunların Rumlarla 
akrabalıklarından doğan evlatları hakkında da vech-i şer'i üzere muamele ifası lüzumu. (Harbiye, Adliye, 
Meşihat, Dahiliye, Maarif; ĐD/100-3) Ottoman State Archive: C...DH.  59 /2927, 22/B /1236 (Hijrî) Terk-i din 
ederek Đslam olan ve Mehmed ismini alan birine Đstanbul Tütün Gümrüğü malından olmak üzere Darbhane'den 
muhassas iki yüz kuruşun verilmesi. 
1002 Ottoman State Archive, BEO 2971 /222812 T15/Za/1324 (Hijrî) Akdağ Madeni kazasında sakin Đstavrilerin 
tahrir-i cedidde sicill-i nüfusa Đslam isimleriyle kayd olunmalarının men'i hususunun Rum Patrikliği'nden istida 
olunduğu.  
1003 Ottoman State Archive DH.EUM.6.Şb :4 /39 , 09/Za/1333 (Hijrî) Trabzon'da bulunan istavriyunların bir 
kısmının Rum cemaatine katıldığı, bir kısmının da müslüman tanındığı, hiçbirisinin başka mahallere ihraç 
edilmediği 
1004 Ottoman State Archive Tarih: DH.Đ.UM.EK.  35 /94 , 29/N /1335 (Hijrî)  Kudüs'de bulunan Protestan ve 
Katolik darüleytamların büyük bir haneye yerleştirilmeleri yüzünden, dini ayin yapmakta zorlandıklarından 




I did not come for material things, 
My dealing is only for Sevi 
My friend’s refuge is in the bosom 
I came to make it a happy place”.1005 
Indeed, As N. Ongan stated that, thirteenth century Turkish Sufi Yunus Emre used the 
term Sevi in his poem. Some may interpret Sevi as “love” for that was its meaning in the old 
Turkish.1006 On the other hand, Sabbateans interpret the poem as the Ahmadis would interpret 
some of the hadiths. They believed that Sevi stood for Shabbetai Tzvi, and regarded it as a 
sign that mention was already made of their Messiah in the 13th century. In the same way, 
Ahmadis also stated that there were several signs about the messiahship of Mirza Ghulam 
Ahmad before he was born.1007  
Sabbateans have lived as a more hidden society in the Jewish and Muslim 
communities. Although, Shabbetai Tzvi conversion to Islam, some sources prove that 
Shabbetai Tzvi asked for some religious texts for Youm Kepeer. In his letter, he requested for 
Jewish prayer books from the Jewish congregation when he was living in exile, in Uljun, 
Albania.1008 This indicates that while Tzvi was promoting himself as a Muslim, while he was 
secretly praying as a Jew at his  home. However, due to this dual lifestyle, Sabbateans were 
involved in many different Islamic groups and lived under this camouflage. For instance, 
Sabbatean relations with Muslim groups (tarikats) historically stems from Islamic mysticism 
within Mavlavi, Bekhtashi and Melami paths of Ottoman religious groups, which have 
always been seen as more reformist schools of thought in the Ottoman society.1009 
Other than religious influence, Sabbateans contributed to the renovation of the grave 
of the famous Ottoman Muslim Sheikh of the Halveti Dergahi in Uskudar, Aziz Mahmud 
Hudai Effendi. The main reason for this donation was that some Sabbatean people were 
members of this Islamic school. According to Sabbatean writer Zorlu, they continued their 
                                                          
1005 Mr N.Ongan did not want me to declare his name in my study so therefore, with his permission, I indicate 
his initials in the thesis. In the original Turkish text, the poem reads as follows: Ben gelmedim dava için, Benim 
işim Sevi icin, Dostun evi gönüllerdir, Gönüller yapmaya geldim, See, Selime D. Ameli 2014, Bizim 
öykülerimiz, “Tevazunun şevkatli kollarında” .p. 90, Vol. 7. Toronto 
1006 During the interview, when I discuss these Turkish terms with N O, he told me that Yunus Emre also used 
the common term “Aşk” namely love in his other poems but not in this poem, According to N. O, Yunus Emre 
particularly meant something else when he used the term Sevi in the poem. Indeed, like Yunus Emre’s one of 
the most welknown poems is called “Gel gör beni aşk neyledi” which in fact Yunus Emre preferred to use the 
term Aşk in his all other poems exluding one which he preferred to use Sevi term and for this reason, some 
Sabbateans like N.O got inspiration from this methaphorical poem.  
1007 Friedmann Yohanan 2003, Prophecy Continuous: Aspects of Ahmadi Religious Thought and Its Medieval 
Background. pp. 147–153. Oxford University Press. 
1008 Zorlu, 1999, p. 14. 




religious rituals in the Halvati madrasa of Aziz Mahmud Hudai until 1924, when the 
Ottoman-Greek exchange took place.1010 Additionally, Zorlu mentioned that Tzvi also 
interacted with well-known Melami poet Niyazi Misri who had a religious school in Sultan 
Ahmet’s area in Istanbul.1011 Therefore, many Melami Sheikhs and members were actually 
originally from the Sabbatean community.1012 It was later found that some Islamic religious 
lyrics were actually composed by Sabbatean believers because the lyrics often contained 
other metaphorical meanings. The Kapancı group recite this Hebrew- Turkish- Ladino poem 
during their prayer at home:  
The door of the heaven is made with jewelry 
Yosef (flower) is itself, konvenyanos konvedrad hey,1013  
Sabbathai is the crown of my head 
Let's light candles, we will see our future.1014 
 
This poem highlights that Sabbateans even metaphorically composed some poems and 
secretly explained their thoughts in the poems.  As time went by, this hidden religious sect 
were as an illegal organization by conservative Muslims and considered to be a spy 
community who secretly helped the enemies of the Ottoman Empire. For instance, radical 
Islamists in Turkey always saw Sabbatian people as another branch of Zionism in Turkey.1015 
Thereupon, on 10th January of 1924, A Sabbatean, Karakas Rustu, sent some letters to 
Mustafa Kemal Ataturk and revealed the current situation of the Sabbatean people at present. 
This social issue even circulated in national parliament among politicians in Turkey.1016 
It is likely that the Sabbateans’ most controversial subject is one of the religious 
rituals which contains marginal sexual pratices during the religious celebration of the 21st of 
March, also know as the “lamb celebration”. Not much is known about this ritual and it might 
be even an allegation in order to damage the Sabbateans’ image in society. This subject must 
be carefully analyzed from religious perspective of the matter in order to rectify this social 
issue. Sabbateans have always followed Jewish religious books as well as some textbooks 
                                                          
1010 Ibid, p. 41. 
1011 Ibid, p.42. 
1012 Ibid, p. 70. 
1013  It is clasik Hebrew or Ladino. 
1014 In the original text, Cennetin kapısı, cevahirdir yapısı. Yosef açar kemdisi, konvenyamos konvedrad hey, 
Başım tacı Sabetay hey başım tacı Sabetay, Direk, direk mumları, Göreceğiz onları, Kim görürse onları, Ibid. 
p.38 
1015 Ibid, p. 31. 
1016 It is rumoured that at this time, many family documents in Sabbatean community were deliberately 
destroyed in order to hide their religious identity.  Other than this, some family documents burned in the great 




produced from Shabbetai Tzvi’s own writing to date but not found any text in the Sabbatean 
community regarding this episode so  far.  
Sabbatean scholar Ilgaz Zorlu states that the freedom to engage in sexual relations is 
explained in a complicated way in Torah.1017 According to Ilgaz Zorlu, his grandfather, Semsi 
Effendi was a teacher of religion (akaid-i diniyye) in Fevziye School. He aimed to transmit 
this kind of hidden knowledge to new generations within the Sabbatean community. Semsi 
Effendi moved to Istanbul from Salonica and died in 1917. He was buried in Bulbulderesi 
cemetery in Uskudar.1018 Zorlu emphasized that Prophet David had an affair with a married 
woman and had a child from her. He mentioned that this might cause gossip among enemies 
of Sabbateans because it seems there were possibilities in old Abrahamic religions for illicit 
relations.1019 Indeed, some Christian scholars have argued that in the Old Testament, David 
and Bathsheba's scandalous affair is a complicated story to explain from a religious 
perspective.1020 
Similarly, in the Torah, there is an illustration regarding Prophet Lot and his affairs 
with his daughters.1021 It is written in the Torah, “And Lot went up out of Zoar and dwelt in 
the mountain, and his two daughters with him”. Moreover, the first born said unto the 
younger, “Our father is old, and there is not a man in the earth to come in until as after the 
manner of all the earth; come and let us make  our father drink wine and we will lie with him 
that we may preserve seed of our father. They made their father drink wine that night, and the 
firstborn went in and lay with her father”.1022 Dr Reisenberger has explained this verse from a 
socio-religious perspective and noted that the role a woman played in the Torah has been 
neglected by scholars so far, and rather, attention has been given to prophethood.1023  In 
Islamic literature, Lut ibn Haran was a Prophet of God in the Qur’an and lived in Sodom and 
Gomorrah.1024 His time was narrated as a demonstration of disapproval of rape and 
homosexuality in Islamic history.1025 However, there is no controversial statement in the 
Qur’an with regard to Lot and his marginal relations with his daughter. According to some 
                                                          
1017 Ibid, p. 20. See also, Öztürk Yaşar Nuri, 2015 Tanrı, Akıl ve Ahlaktan başka kutsal tanımayan bir inanç, 
Deizm p. 20 Yeni Boyut Yayınları,  Istanbul. 
1018 Zorlu, 1999, p. 20. 
1019 Torah 2 Samuel, 11/12 p. 287 Bible Society of South Africa 
1020 Coogan Michael, 2009, Introdaction to the Old Testament, p. 209 Zondervan, Newyork. 
1021 Genesis, 19: 30-38 
1022 Genesis, 19:30-33 
1023 Reisenberger Azila, 2000 Biblical Women, The Non Exixtant Entity, ; A Study in Rape Cases, p.57 Vol, 6, 
No, 2 Universtiy of Durban  
1024 Quran, 26: 161 




historians, the life of Prophet David and Lot might have inspired Sabbateans for their 
marginal sexual relations.1026  
However, as explained already above, there is no written source and religious text 
about the lamb celebration.1027 Ilgaz Zorlu stated in his well-known book, that no sources 
available to prove that the night of the 21st of March is a real story. Zorlu also interviewed a 
Sabbatean and wrote that despite the existence of the 21st March religious celebrations, there 
is no such exchange with women during the prayer.1028 Scholem only assumed that this 
marginal religious ritual might exist.1029 According to Zorlu, almost all sources regarding the 
night of 21st of March were fabricated based on rumours and repeated by scholars from the 
past to the present. Indeed this lamb feast seems to be abused by some writers to humiliate 
Sabbateans in society.1030 
The Ahmadiyya movement in Islam or Sabbateans in Judaism cannot change the 
fundamental structures of the religions. Despite certain rules in Islam and Judaism, as 
emphasized by all the holy books of Abrahamic religions like the Qur’an and Torah, only 
God (Creator) can decide who is a believer or unbeliever at the end of the world. Human 
beings have no right to label other human beings about corrupting or violating religion. 
Otherwise they might make a fatal mistake like killing a divine authority like Jesus, or great 
scholars of their time such as Socrates or Hallajee Mansoor. While all Abrahamic religions 
emphasize religious tolerance, radicalism cannot be acceptable in society.  
 
6.6 Conclusion 
A detailed history of the Sabbatean Movement, the most important messianic 
movement in Judaism since the destruction of the Second Temple has long been lacking in 
Jewish historiography.1031 According to Jewish beliefs, the Messiah would be “reviled, 
persecuted, and made to suffer”. These were some of the signs whereby he would be 
                                                          
1026 Zorlu, 2010, p.62. 
1027 Ibid, p.63. 
1028 Ibid, p. 63 
1029 Scholem, 1973, p. 383. 
1030 I have interview a Sabbateans gentleman N. Ongan during my visit in Turkey and he stated that family does 
not know anything about this rituaels but we only praye in 21th of March with candels and perform our religious 
ritual which is al about reading and reciting holy sctipture. He said that, in Sabbatean tradition, there are some 
particular signs to show respect their past. For instance, calling each ather “kuzum” in Turkish means my lamb 
which is also similar to saying of Jesus Christ. Similarly, Sabbateans used the Osman name based on the 
tradition of Osman Baba. 




recognized, and these signs clearly manifested themselves in the life of Shabbetai Tzvi.1032 
According to his believers, he was the Messiah chosen and appointed for the age.1033 
As a historical matter, the Sabbatean movement has been knowingly neglected by 
scholars for some reasons. One of them is about the general view on the Sabbatean 
movement, which is commonly a negative one in world society.  Second, the Prime Minister 
of Israel, Ishak Ben Zvi was only interested in the Sabbatean movement and led some 
scholars to researching the history of this secret religious movement in the 1950s.1034 
           This chapter has attempted to respond to the general problem of all religious minorities 
in the example of Sabbatean movement in Judaism and in comparison to Crypto-Christianity, 
and Ahmadiyya movement in Islam. As explained in the second chapter, due to Turkish 
tolerance towards Muslim and/or non-Muslim religious congregations, several communities 
have flourished up until today. This understanding largely comes from the socio-cultural 
background of Turkish people in history.   
The story of religious minorities is already a controversial issue from a religious 
perspective. Certainly, new movement in any religions will bring about more argument and 
contestation. However, the essence of all religions has been structured to bring peace and 
salvation to the world. In this sense, the recognition of the marginal beliefs of the minorities 
should be regarded as threat for the main body of the religion. Therefore, the focal point must 
not be about degeneration of beliefs but rather about the possibilities that exist to dialogue 
with marginal groups. 
Managing these religious groups without separating them from one another must be 
considered as a noteworthy act of religious tolerance towards other minorities. This example 
in the Ottoman history shows that living in the same place with different minority groups is in 
fact not impossible, but more importantly this may also enrich the society with diverse 
influences and perspectives.  
If one contrasts the Sabbatean and Ahmadiyya movements, then the question arises: 
What makes the Ahmadiyya movement in the Muslim world more complicated than that of 
Sabbateans, to the extent that they are not tolerated in certain countries? Is that a sign of 
“fundamentalism” in the Muslim World or “heresy” within the Ahmadiyya Movement?  
                                                          
1032 Kastein, 1931, p.67. 
1033 Ibid, p.70. 




One of the main religious misconceptions surfaces from the subjective interpretation 
of holy texts within and across religions. There is no religion superior to other according to 
believers. The religion must bring harmony not disharmony among human beings to unify the 
World. We have one God in all religions.  He is our Creator, to whom we attribute different 






CHAPTER VII: DISCUSSION 
 
7.1 Introduction 
This chapter discusses the importance of Ottoman tolerance towards minority groups 
and its effect on social life during the Ottoman Era. From a religious point of view, why do 
minority groups become marginal? In this section, extreme views within religious societies, 
political involvement and as well national radicalism are discussed from a socio-religious 
perspective which strongly influences social life in public. Late Ottoman era and the 
emergence of the modern Turkey in the twentieth century are the main timeframe within 
which the subject matter is analysed.  
7.2 State Policies for religious minorities 
It can be said that Sabbateans have been respected throughout Ottoman history. As the 
last Islamic Empire, the Ottoman State respected all minor ethnic and religious 
denominations throughout history.  
At present, the Ahmadiyya movement is perceived as a controversial group by the 
majority of Muslims. In 1953, following some instigation by particular religious parties, anti-
Ahmadiyya revolts broke out in Pakistan, killing many Ahmadis and damaging their 
properties.1035 In 1974, a violent campaign, began against the Community in Pakistan.1036 In 
1984, the President of Pakistan issued the anti-Ahmadiyya Ordinance XX and several other 
attacks on the Ahmadi mosque in Mandi Bahauddin in 2005 or Lahore attacks on May 2010 
showed radical actions and violence against the Ahmadiyya Community.1037 
                                                          
1035 Just like Ahmadis in Pakistan, Chinese Muslims in Myanmar (also known as Burma) have been persecuted 
by radical Buddhist believers. While Buddhism seems to be one of the most peaceful religion in the world, 
extremists even in Buddhism somewhat misinterpreted religious scripture and several times attack minority 
Muslim community in Myanmar. In the same context, some Christian and Jewish communities were unfairly 
persecuted for ethnic or religious purposes. 
1036 Balzani, Marzia. 17 April 2016, "Localising Diaspora: The Ahmadi Muslims and the Problem of Multi-sited 
Ethnography".Retrieved,https://ipfs.io/ipfs/QmXoypizjW3WknFiJnKLwHCnL72vedxjQkDDP1mXWo6uco/wi
ki/Persecution_of_Ahmadis.html 
1037 Constitution of Pakistan Art. 260 (3), added by Constitution (Second Amendment) Act, 1974 (XLIX of 





Still, the Ahmadis follow Islamic principles such as “the pen is mightier than the 
sword” and try to contribute to humanity with this understanding.1038 There are many 
successful people among them in the world. One of them was Mohammad Abdus Salam who 
was the only Ahmadi Muslim to receive the Nobel Prize for Physics. However, in spite of this 
success, due to his association with the Ahmadiyya sect, he has been ignored.1039 
The question is why the State does not seek to accept the Ahmadiyya movement as 
was the case for the Ottoman Empire when it welcomed the Sabbatean movement in history. 
The Turkish State not only welcomed minority groups, but also benefitted from the skills 
they brought to modernize and enrich society through their own initiatives. It is not surprising 
that many ambassadors in the Ottoman period were non-Muslim citizens because of their 
linguistic skills. In modern Turkey, minorities have continued to contribute to the state as 
writers and politicians. For instance, the Sabbatean Ipekci family established the first cinema 
in Turkey. Also, the first publishing houses were established by Sabbatean journalist Ahmad 
Emin Yalman who contributed to the development of modern journalism in Turkey. 
Similarly, well-known Sabbateans like the Minister of  foreign affairs, Ismail (Shumel) Cem 
ipekçi, Rahsan (Rashel) Ecevit, primary minister Tansu Ciller, minister of economy Kemal 
(Samuel) Dervish, journalist Cengiz Candar, journalist Canan Barlas, journalist Yasar Aksoy 
have contributed to Turkish society with their works and writings. Therefore it can be said 
that these laws were implemented in Turkish state without distinguishing anyone, in the 
example of the Sabbatean movement.1040 Ottoman rulers thus developed understanding for 
non-Muslims (dhimmi) societies within the same territories through their state policies.1041 
                                                          
1038 Ahmadi Muslims promote their events in their official web sides, Ahmadiyya's Contribution to National 
Development; http://www.jalsasalana.org/ghana/2004/news1.html. See also; Ahmadiyya Muslim Contributions 
to Promoting Islam for All Muslims; https://themuslimtimes.info/2017/03/04/ahmadiyya-muslim-contributions-
to-promoting-islam-for-all-muslims/ 
1039 Gordon Fraser, Cosmic Anger, 2008, Abdus Salam: The First Muslim Nobel Scientist, p. 119. Oxford 
University Press. 
1040 Except wealth taxation policy was excluded in 1942. On the other hand, some corrupted businessman like 
Halil Bezmen runaway to America and said that “I am Sabbatean and have received social political pressure in 
Turkey”. According to Zorlu, this was fabricated by him to legitimate his escape from Turkey. See, Ilgaz 
Zorlunun Savunması, p. 7 Secret documents about turkish sabetaist followers" Eski bir Sabetayist, Sabetayistleri 
Deşifre ediyor: Ilgaz Zorlunun itirafları, http://www.adanapost.com/eski-bir-sabetayist-sabetayistleri-desifre-
ediyor-ilgaz-zorlunun-itiraflari-20426h.htm 
1041 Therefore historian Tonnybee said that, “The Ottoman institution came perhaps as near as anything in real 
life could to realizing the ideal of Plato's Republic”. See; Toynbee, 1989, p.178. However Andalusia Empire 






7.2.1 Ottoman State policies 
Religious tolerance towards minority groups can be traced back to cultural and 
traditional rules and policies in Asia Minor before the Ottoman period, during Seljuk era in 
Anatolia. As explained before, the background of this tolerance dates back to the first Turkish 
Jewish State in history, Khazar Empire in 7th century.  Besides this, the Turkish-Jewish 
Empire Khazar is an extraordinary example in history for Muslim Turks who positively 
recognize other religious communities from a wider perspective. With the same 
understanding, Seljuk Turks established a multicultural state with a similar understanding of 
Khazar Turks in Anatolia. Studies show that the minorities lived comfortable lives in 
Anatolia during the Ottoman times. Most probably contemporary religious scholars like 
Jelaleddin Rumi, Hajee Bektashi Weli or Sufi Yunus Emre also provided a peaceful mystic 
atmosphere and general social understanding towards all other minorities in Anatolia. This 
cultural legacy built a pleasant understanding towards “others” in successive Turkish rules.  
Tolerance towards all religious minorities was determined by the Ottoman 
constitution much before the Messianic declaration of Shabbetai Tzvi in 1666. Ottoman 
Sultan Bayezit ll issued the imperial decree to rescue Jewish people from Spain and settle 
them in Salonika, Istanbul, and Izmir in 1492. The most likely ancestors of Shabbetai Tzvi 
came aboard the same ship during this time and settled in Izmir. In this tolerant atmosphere, 
Ashkenazi and Sephardic Jews integrated into the Ottoman social life. Sultan Bayezit’s father 
Sultan Mehmet II developed a tolerant State through particular policies during his reign. In 
1458 for the Christians religious leaders in Jerusalem, in 1478 for the Bosnian priests, he 
declared the policy of ‘firman’ or religious freedom. Mehmet II went as far as to state that, 
“whoever abolishes this rule, hopefully, Allah will punish him” which indicates his sincerity 
and tolerance towards non-Muslim minorities, and his intolerance towards extremists.1042 
From this point of view, Prof Yaron points that how Muslims treated non-Muslims according 
to the Ottoman law in Ottoman period. 
The syncretistic and pluralistic character of the Ottoman State encouraged minority religions and 
cultures to integrate into the majority civilization and the process of powwowing from it was 
accelerated. It is clear that there was a constant flow of Jewish converts to Islam, but we cannot assess 
the dimensions of this phenomenon – with one outstanding case, that of Sabbatean believers in the last 
third of the 17th century.1043 
                                                          
1042 Kazıcı Ziya, 1985, Islâmî ve sosyal açidan vakiflar. p. 111. Marifet Yayinlari, Istanbul.  
1043 I am very thankful to Professor Yaron who has shared his valuable thoughts with me during my researches 




Indeed, pluralism was one of the key principles upheld by the Ottoman society, which 
was legitimized through the millet system. This system allowed diverse communities to have 
their own separate courts, based on their religious faiths. In this regard, each personal court 
might approximate what Prof Ramadan would describe as the “shura”, a “space which allows 
Islam the management of pluralism”.1044 As extensively explained in the second chapter, 
Turks in history have always established multicultural and religious states which provided a 
broader understanding towards other nations and their cultural presence. Therefore, the 
Ottoman Empire welcomed the Jewish people when they were deported from Spain in 1492. 
The Jewish community was allowed to live freely in the Ottoman Empire and established 
remarkable relations within the Ottoman palace. This positive approach towards Jews was 
coupled with freedom of thought. Therefore, a Rabbi of Izmir like Shabbetai Tzvi was 
allowed by the Ottoman statesmen to operate freely when he proclaimed his messiahship, 
whereas in many Western countries, as well as in the American and the African continents, 
some Jewish and Christian Messiahs were exiled or killed by the state authorities. For this 
reason, it is mentioned earlier that even ancient Greek philosopher “Socrates was charged as 
guilty for corrupting the minds of the young and believing in the gods who were not 
recognized by the State”. This understanding made Socrates a scapegoat in the eye of State, 
and a similar viewpoint was adopted towards marginal believers from the past to the present.  
With its unique constitutional structure, the Ottoman State managed to support many 
nations and religious communities and allow them to declare their own thoughts in society. 
Tzvi’s case could be explained through the universal state policy in terms of the accepting all 
nations as citizens.  However as mentioned the previous chapter, at the end of the Ottoman 
Empire, national Turkish society began to find reasons for the decline of the Ottoman 
Empire. 
7.2.2 Policies in Modern Turkey under Ataturk 
During the time of Ataturk, the State displayed tolerance towards minorities such as 
the Sabbateans, because Ataturk knew that the latter were remarkable businessmen and 
politicians always who supported the establishment of modern Turkey. However, some 
radical writers even criticized Ataturk for his amiable behaviour towards minorities. His 
attitude mirrored the tolerance prevailing in the Ottoman period, for Ataturk allowed 
                                                                                                                                                                                    
Ottoman Middle East, p. 184 , Studies in the honor of Amnon Cohen, (Yaron Ben-Naeh, Urban Encounters; The 
Muslim-Jewish Case in the Ottoman Empire, Leiden. 




minorities to attend into the Turkish National Assembly as parliamentarians. One of his most 
trustworthy parlamentarians were of Armenian origin, Berç Keresteciyan1045 Greek (Rum) 
origin Dr Nikola Taptas1046 Jewish origin Dr Abravaya Marmaralı1047, and later, Ottoman 
Jews such as Prof Avram Galanti were most prominent non-Muslim minority 
parliamentarians in Ataturk’s environment. 
Despite state policies of religious freedom and tolerance, socially, a new wave of 
suspicion of minority groups was set in motion following the rise of separatist sentiments in 
Modern Turkey. 
7.2.3 New policies in line with German Nazi policies  
After Ataturk’s death and especially during the Second World War, the Turkish 
policy was influenced by the German Nazi policies. This is one of the rare instances in 
Turkish history where based on the Nazi policies, a taxation policy was imposed in 1942 on 
minority groups such as the Jews and Sabbateans under the name of Varlık Vergisi.1048 The 
10th law of the Turkish constitution clearly explains that: “everybody, irrespective of their 
religion, language, skin color, gender, political thought, philosophical belief, religion, and 
sect, is equal in the state.”1049 This sheds light on the understanding among religious and 
ethnic societies in Turkey. Despite this law, temporary rules such as taxation policy in the 
Turkish National Governments between 1940- 1950 also caused hatred against minorities in 
Turkish society.1050 According to Faik Ökte, Secretary to the Minister of Economy of Turkey 
in 1942, Turkish citizens were secretly marked by officers as Dönme (D) Muslim (M) and 
Non-Muslims (G) and paid tax accordingly in the book of taxation.1051 It can be said that this 
was a result of rising Turkish national radicalism which was against the traditional Turkish 
hospitality throughout history. 
                                                          
1045 He had a medal from War of independence. He fought against Western World during the WWI and 
contributed to establishment of modern Turkey. Ataturk said that Berç Keresteciyan is one of our exemplar 
Armenian citizens from Ottoman period. His existence will be only enriched our assembly. He received 
honorary surname “Turker” from Ataturk and stayed in Turkish National Assembly in between 1935-1943 
1046  Dr. Nikola Taptas was also one of the special medical doctors for Ataturk till his death. He occupied a chair 
in Turkish Assembly between 1935-1943 
1047 Abravaya Marmaralı was also special medical doctor for M. Kemal Ataturk. He acted as one of the most 
active par-lamenters in Turkish National Assembly in between 1935-1943 
1048 It means wealth tax for richness only once in 1942 in Turkey. See, Ökte Faik, 1951, Varlık Vergisi Faciası, 
p. 47. Đstanbul.  
1049 See; Constitution of the Republic of Turkey, https://global.tbmm.gov.tr/docs/constitution_en.pdf 
1050 Unfortunately the politicization of religion has showed its face in recent Turkish Government between 2002 
and 2017. In this regard, this period looks like the decade of religious radicalism in the Turkish state in the 
1950s. 




7.2.4 Emergence of religious radicalism based on politicization of Islam  
After the decline of the nationalist government (Republican People’s Party) in 1950, a 
religious government (Democratic Party) won the elections and used Islam as a political tool.  
Sympathisers of the new government began to criticise the previous secular party and began 
to damage Ataturk’s statues. Under the pressure of the opposition party as well as the Turkish 
army, the Democratic Party had to institute a new law to protect Ataturk’s image.1052 
Then, a political issue called 6-7 September events or Istanbul pogrom followed a 
policy seeking to address the conflicts initiated by Turks of Greek origin in Cyprus Island.  
This policy also brought up religious propaganda against non-Muslims minorities and 
ethnicities in Turkish society in 1955.1053 On the fifth of September, attempts were made to 
bomb Ataturk’s house, though there was no certainty that the attack was organized by the 
Turks of Greek origin. This event acted as a catalyst to the Istanbul pogroms which initially 
targeted the latter (Christian), but also affected the Armenians (Christians) and Jews.  As a 
result, the efforts of the national government of the 1940s and conservative government of 
1950s were undermined by the politicians of the time and negatively affected religious 
minorities as well.1054  Due to religious extremism, Jewish scholars, who had been invited to 
Turkey by Ataturk from Germany, left Turkey and moved to Israel and other parts of the 
world. 
In the 60s, a coup d’état by the Turkish army put an end to overt religious radicalism 
by sentencing the Prime Minister Adnan Menderes to death.   
As such, state policies are an important consideration in understanding the status of 
minority groups. In some countries, these policies are influenced by two factors, religious 
radicalism and national extremism. In such cases, the politicization of religion, in other words 
the use a religious lens for governance and decision making purposes, and national extremism 
go against the tenets of secular, democratic states. As seen above, such policies are also 
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against values of social tolerance and have a bearing on the status and welfare of minority 
groups in those countries. 1055 
7.3 The paradox of Messiahship 
Central to this thesis is the question of what messiahship means for its believers and 
non-believers. While the concept of Messiahship or Mahdiship is prevalent in all Abrahamic 
religions, one still wonders why most Messianic claimants have been criticized by societies 
through the ages. While Messiahs claim to preach goodness and bring new revelations, 
historically, it has often been the case that they in turn get persecuted for deviating from the 
norm. They are expected to be figures that are larger than life performing miracles, and yet as 
soon as they perform the unexpected, they may get labelled as deviant or false. From a 
mainstream perspective, their action may be seen as heterodoxy, which is something 
unexpected by some in the orthodox world. This is the first paradox. Figure 5 offers a visual 
representation of the typical life cycle of a Messiah. 
 
 
Figure 5 The typical life cycle of a Messiah 
 
In this figure, the first step is the messianic expectation, but it is also the last step of the cycle 
as believers await the arrival of the next Messiah. In the case of Tzvi for example, after his 
birth, he fulfilled the prophecy about the time of his Messiahship. He then imparted spiritual 
teachings to his followers. However, due to an interesting turn of events where he appeared to 
defy the status quo and the sovereignty of the State, he was subjected to same fate as many of 
the other Messiahs. Fortunately, his conversion to Islam rescued him from further 
persecution, but it hampered his messianic fervour, and he now only addressed his followers 
                                                          




secretly. His death could be seen as the beginning of a new cycle for his successor, the next 
Messiah. 
 The same cycle would apply to Mirza Ghulam Ahmad, founder of the Ahmadiyya 
movement. After his death, his followers started their Caliphate to designate Caliphs to 
continue his spiritual leadership. While the Caliph cannot be equated to a Messiah, he is 
filling up the position as a shadow of the Messiah, in the interim while waiting for the next 
Messiah.  
In the context of messianism in Christianity, Jesus Christ was persecuted for 
challenging Orthodoxy in his environment. According to the Bible, Jesus was killed in order 
to bring an end to his spiritual activities, as he was not recognized as a divine authority. 
However, his spiritual message lived on through his twelve followers or apostles, who spread 
his word across the globe, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. What is surprising is that the 
movement expanded to such an extent that the minority movement was to become one of the 
largest mainstream religions in the Abrahamic faiths, Christianity. The fact that Jesus was 
persecuted and said to die to liberate all from their sins, also added more appeal to his 
message, rather than undermine it. This is the second paradox, namely that a marginal 
religion might over time become more popular and mainstream, precisely because of its 
marginalization in history. In this, such messianic movements could be seen as having life of 
their own, transcending the life of their founder, and could be likened to a phoenix rising 
from the ashes, and reaching new heights, in terms of a growing congregation. 
Further, having more followers is not an indication of how righteous a religious group 
is. The spiritual experience within a religious group cannot be quantified. In the South 
African context, a white minority ruled a non-white majority during the apartheid era from 
1948 to 1994. As a minority group, the anti-democratic white regime governed all South 
Africans for more than fifty years. In this case, the majority was an oppressed group which 
struggled to attain its freedom. Eventually in 1994, with the democratic elections, all citizens 
were given the right to vote, and Nelson Mandela won the election.  
Moreover, there was a deliberate use of pseudo-race science to discriminate against 
“non-white” populations. Religion, especially as presented by the Dutch Reformed Church 
(DRC) was used as a political tool to further entrench differences between the White elite and 
the Black majority. Over time, the persecution of Blacks and the notion the DRC imparted a 




retaliation. Hermann writes that, “Many slaves turned to Islam in a rejection of the Christian 
church that was lukewarm about baptizing the colonist slaves or campaigning for more 
freedom for the slaves”. 1056 During the Apartheid regime, it was evident that the majority 
population i.e. Blacks were marginalised by an oppressive State. This shows that regardless 
of whether a group is in minority or majority, marginalization depends on the power play 
between them, and the group wielding more power socially or politically generally has an 
upperhand. This socio-political instance could be used as an analogy to better grasp the 
dynamics of messianic movements, and to debunk the myth that the minority is always 
marginalised. 
Therefore, messianic movements in all the Abrahamic religions must be re-analyzed 
without any pre-judgment or list of expectations, because as seen in history, the persecution 
of messianic groups is not going to end the messianic thought, but is most likely going to act 
as a catalyst for the followers to establish their movement. On the other side, if they are 
allowed to establish their religious sect, this will enable the majority to understand another 
dimension of their religious thought. This amiable approach might also help society to live in 
diversity and pluralism, which is possibly the message of all religious leaders.   
7.4 The plight of Domnes 
It is evident from the archival documents that in the absence of State policies or as a 
result of socio-religious pressures, Sabbateans may need to hide their religious identity and 
feign to be Muslim on the outside. This dual identity has sometimes caused them to be 
labelled as Donme, or turncoat, that is, someone with questionable character. Navigating this 
dual identity, while maintaining secrecy about one’s Sabbatean ties, could be quite daunting, 
as one can displease neither Muslim nor Jewish or Sabbatean congregations. Readers may 
find it ironic that while the purpose of Tzvi’s messianic movement is redemption, it has 
required that his followers go into hiding or put on a performance.   
However, according to the Sabbateans, these trials are all a test of their piety. In fact, 
even the conversion to another religion is regarded as an act of piety, because the hardships 
entailed in the process of conversion are seen as a form a sacrifice for spiritual progress. The 
difficulties faced by the Sabbateans after conversion are exacerbated by the fact that they still 
maintain their ties with the previous faith, hence holding dual religious identities.  
                                                          




Likewise, the Melamis of a Sufi order Melamiyyat, also had dual identities but within 
the same religion.1057 Melamis usually preferred to hide their devotion for God, and they 
would deliberately embarrass themselves in public in an attempt to destroy their ego, which 
was another way to prove their level of piety. Their modest principles in their daily lives 
appealed to the Sabbateans, and as a result, in the seventeenth century especially, the 
Melamiyyat community received many members from the Sabbatean movement. After 
conversion, in this case as well, Sabbateans continued to carry dual identities, which has been 
expressed on some gravestones in Bulbulderesi Cemetery in Istanbul as the burden of 
silence.1058  
In this way, religious conversion on the part of Sabbateans took different forms. 
Rabbi Jacob Frank, another messianic claimant after Tzvi, converted to Christianity to give a 
larger spiritual purpose to his existence, and followed on the footsteps of his predecessor. 
Thus, contrary to orthodox views, marginal religious communities like Sabbateans or Crypto-
Christians found themselves with a more spiritual disposition as a result of having dual 
religious identities. 
7. 5 Conclusion  
Minority religious movements in world society have often been regarded as marginal 
groups in public.  However as explained earlier, radical religious understanding and extreme 
national approaches instigate negative actions towards minorities but also catalyze the 
marginalization of religious groups. Despite the Islamic foundation of the constitution, the 
Ottoman Empire successfully managed to rule minority religious groups and nations without 
considering them as marginal. This factor demonstrates that extreme understandings and 
movements have been shaped according to national and religious structures of the states in 
world history.  
As mentioned in the introduction, this thesis seeks to address particular questions with 
regard to the religious beliefs and general approaches towards minority communities. One of 
the questions seeks to shed light on when and how Ottoman Jewish relations began in history. 
This question highlights an important historical fact around the reasons for the Ottoman 
Empire to allow a Jewish Rabbi to increase his popularity as a Messiah. The chapter also 
outlines the paradox of Messiahship, the typical life cycle of a Messiah and the identity 
challenges of the Sabbateans as “Donme”. 
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CHAPTER VIII: CONCLUSION 
8.1 Introduction  
Sabbateanism is the most interesting and controversial minority religious 
congregation in Jewish history. This marginal religious sect is also mistakenly called the sect 
of Mohammedan Jews, and in Western literature, the term Sabbateanism became popularly 
used to refer to the said movement. Its emergence, establishment, development and enduring 
nature as a living religious sect must be well-understood in terms of its socio-cultural impact 
in Ottoman Turkish society. Similarly, the Ahmadiyya movement has struggled to survive in 
its birthplace, India.1059 On the one hand, a marginal sect like Sabbateanism found a space to 
flourish in the Ottoman society and remains active to this day. On the other hand, the 
Ahmadiyya followers have been persecuted from their homeland and are struggling to live in 
Pakistan. This leads one to ask the following questions: What made Ottomans different and 
what led such a powerful empire to allow such marginal movement to flourish in history? 
What makes Ahmadis unacceptable, such that they cannot be tolerated by the state? As it 
happened in the Ottoman history, how can the State accommodate marginal movement for 
the welfare of all its citizens? 
8.2 Summary of findings  
Through the case study of Sabbateanism, and a comparative analysis of various other 
“marginal” movement, the thesis has analysed their socio-political challenges. It has also 
discussed how extreme nationalism and religious radicalism may create if not exacerbate 
animosity against minority groups.  
This thesis illustrates that while the Ottoman Empire succeeded in accommodating 
marginal groups in the sixteenth or seventeenth century due to their elaborate State policies, 
today’s states are less tolerant when dealing with people from diverse backgrounds. What is 
the ideal society type for all human beings?  Living in square houses with strict rules or living 
within multicultural mosaic communities in the same region? Certainly, people’s marginal 
identities should not make them controversial in society. These measures are usually 
determined by the majority.  
                                                          




           The Ottoman’s approach towards the other religious communities and minority groups 
can be studied further in order to be more sympathetic towards current controversial groups 
such as the Ahmadiyya movement in the Muslim World. This can only be achieved with 
tolerance, dialogue and understanding towards “others” in an unequal and divided world.  
While Sabbateans and hidden Christian groups were welcomed by the Ottoman State 
due to national structure of modern Turkey, its successive rulers could not provide the same 
positive approach towards them. For this reason, the ruling system of the Ottoman Empire 
must be well examined in order to understand its administration of minority groups with an 
overaching sense of tolerance and respect.   
While an ideal state may implement the fairest of policies, it is also incumbent upon 
individuals in society to honour these. While the Ottoman State sought to accommodate 
minority groupings, socially, they did face some challenges due to different religious 
understandings, in this case, around the notion of Messiahship. Conceptually then, the thesis 
interrogates the notion of the Messiah. Who is a Messiah and what makes him or her a false 
Messiah, or what makes him or her rejected and accepted by mainstream groupings? It 
highlights some of the paradoxes of Messiahship without seeking to condemn or defend any 
particular sect.   
Likewise, it sheds light on the plight of those individuals within minority religious 
movement, and how they navigate their hidden, dual and sometimes contradictory identities, 
in order to manage appearances and gain social acceptance in a multicultural context, 
especially by those in mainstream Abrahamic movement. 
8.3 Recommendations for further research 
The myth of modernization and technological advancement – we are actually 
regressing – makes us question the very notion of civilization.  People are being persecuted 
and killed because of their marginal movement.  There is an apt example in history, the 
Ottoman Empire, which treated minority groups fairly. However, presently in some contexts, 
extreme nationalism occasions instances of prejudice.  Here are some recommendations for 
further research:  
1. How do state policies influence society and how do religious issues become political? 
2. From a sociological perspective, what are the risks of accepting marginal groups into 




3. Are the origins of radicalism in Abrahamic religions to be found in human nature or in the 
religious scripts? 
4. What are the views of Sabbateans or Ahmadis about their own sect and about the majority 
movement/ religions today? 
8.4 Conclusion 
The way Sabbateanism developed and flourished among Muslims under the Ottoman 
rule is actually in part due to the Ottoman Empire’s tolerance towards minority religious 
groups in society. Therefore, not only Sabbateanism but also other dual religious 
communities were given free reign to explore and define their religious allegiances and 
identities by the Ottoman authorities throughout Ottoman history. Similarly, Crypto-religious 
congregations in Christianity like Kurumi, Istavri families in Black Sea region and some 
Christian families in Albania secretly practised their religious customs up until the twentieth 
century. Despite the Ottoman’s state’s awareness about the existence of minority religious 
groups, and at times their marginalization by society, the State policy enforced measures to 
mitigate any form of social or political discrimination against them. These Crypto-Christians 
were not declared as heretical by the State, whereas, members of another minority religious 
group in Islam, the Ahmadiyya movement, were treated harshly by members of the Muslim 
world due to their so-called misinterpretations of Islam. While Ahmadis have been 
persecuted in their home country, they are leading peaceful and prosperous lives in countries 
such as Israel, Canada and United Kingdom. 
        New sources bring a new dimension to the field but more importantly provide an 
opportunity to better analyze the subject matter within a broader religious and socio-political 
context. As mentioned earlier, marginal groups in society must be embraced by the State and 
democratically included into social life for the welfare of the nations and the benefit of the 
State. The other issue arises when those marginal groups are separated from the public so as 
not to create further animosity within society, as exemplified by the Ahmadiyya movement in 
Pakistan at present.  
The Ottoman State created an elaborate system through its State policies so that 
marginal groups like Sabbateans, Kurumis or Istavris could thrive and also enrich Ottoman 
cultural life and society. The State constitution must be in favour of egalitarian principles for 
legal communities whether they are marginal or not. As long as marginal groups are legal 




country. This was possibly how the Ottoman Empire managed to rule multi-religious groups 
and nations for centuries.  
In the 21st century, in light of present challenges of cross-border migration, our 
understanding of minorities, marginal groups and religious movement need to be revisited. 
The study of the Sabbatean case enables us to scrutinise the matrix of self, community, state 
and spirituality, to reflect on how these dynamics play out in the present day, which draws its 
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The imperial decree of the Ottoman Sultan Mehmet IV for the arrestment of the Shabbetai 
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South African Jews prayed for the Ottoman Army who saved Jewish from Russian and 
Bulgarian Attacks, 1877 
 
 
